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There is something magical about really good macro and close-up im-
ages. They provide a glimpse of a world few ever see and fewer still 

understand. When done well, these images put us in touch with the es-
sence of being, like nothing else. They let us know we are not alone and 
that every living thing—no matter how small—is important. But let’s not 
kid ourselves. There is a reason these images only come from master pho-
tographers, real artists with cameras. This type of work requires a high 
level of mechanical competency and unrestrained vision. Relatively few 
photographers today are willing to sacrifice the time and energy needed 
to master their own equipment and focus their vision on such a specific 
and ethereal goal. 

1. THE MAGIC OF MACRO

This is not just about taking pretty pictures of insects, flowers, and water drops—it’s 
about garnering the experience and knowledge to become the artist-with-a-camera that 

you know you can be.

Here, a photographer uses a modi-
fied off-camera flash, three extension 
tubes, and a flipped 50mm lens. This 
gear choice wasn’t random. It was the 
only collection of tools that allowed 
his vision to shine. Granted, it may not 
be the most glamorous (or traditional) 
of photographic setups, but it gets the 
job done as nothing else can. For the 
macro and close-up artist, it’s not just 
about looking the part, it’s about ac-
complishing a goal and speaking your 
mind.
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 Yet, here you are, searching for answers, looking for tips, hunting down 
tricks. Bravo on your decision, your courage, and your interest in flash 
techniques for close-up and macro photography! We applaud your tenac-
ity and foresight. By simply buying this book you’ve shown that you have 
the drive required to create amazing images. The only question remaining 
is this: Do you have the perseverance to make it happen? 

THE TRUTH
Macro and close-up photography have their own very stringent set of 
rules that must be followed—break them ever so slightly and your image 
falls apart. Follow them and your images rock. You’re also probably aware 

Facing page—Getting up close and 
personal with life and nature—no mat-
ter how small it might be—is some-
thing that every macro/close-up artist 
adores. While the techniques and me-
chanics required to capture dramatic 
macro images like this one may prove 
challenging at first, with patience, 
dedication, and love anything is pos-
sible. Great macro and close-up pho-
tographs aren’t taken by technicians, 
they are created by caring, loving, and 
knowledgeable artists. Right—You 
are in full control when using an off-
camera flash; you can manipulate the 
scene, adding or taking away light to 
your heart’s content. If you want to 
add light to the background instead of 
the subject (as in this photo), then do 
it. That’s the beauty of having a flash 
off-camera: your creativity is not re-
strained. Every tier of graphic informa-
tion can be lit a different way. This is 
power, this is magic, this is what you 
want to do—it’s who you want to be!
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of the power that adding off-camera 
flash affords, allowing for the addi-
tion of light from every possible an-
gle. Combined, they offer a chance 
to strike out against the norm and 
truly express yourself. 
 The flash is the key, of course. 
Once flash is employed, the usual 
close-up/macro problems disap-
pear. No more will you need to 
worry about limited depth of field 
or camera shake. Wind blowing? 
No problem. Shaky hands? No such 
thing. Subject moving too quickly? 
So what? Believe it or not, you can 
even leave your tripod at home. (We 
don’t use them to hold the camera 
and would never think of it.)
 You can even turn your camera 
off of auto and set your lens and 

flash to full manual with complete confidence. (After all, an artist does not 
rely on a machine to make vital choices for him; he chooses the amount of 
light, depth of field, contrast, saturation, and white balance.) With enough 
practice, you can break free of the need to “manipulate” images later in 
the computer. You can create close-up beauty quickly, routinely, and get 
what you want when you want it. As a matter of fact, what you learn here 
can seriously change the way you think about “regular” photography, too.
 Off-camera flash for macro and close-up photography will change your 
life—and, trust us, your pictures are going to prove it. 

INSIGHT
So, how does all this magic happen then? What does it take? What settings 
do you need?
 First, you’ll have to be in full manual control of your camera and flash. 
Sorry! We know that hurts, but there really isn’t any other choice. A cam-
era or flash set to “auto” anything is designed to do one thing: to give 
you average or normal images. We don’t think that is what you want or 
why you bought this book. If you were okay with “normal” or “average” 
pictures, you probably wouldn’t be looking for guidance on something as 
technical and artistic as macro and close-up photography. 
 No, our guess is that you want something more from your images. To 
do that, you must take full responsibility—and that means shooting in 
pure manual. As photography instructors, we’ve asked thousands of new 

Yes, manual photography is hard—
and macro and close-up photography 
with an off-camera flash is even hard-
er. Rest assured though, that you can 
do it. Don’t give in. Just as our stu-
dents (pictured here) are doing, push 
yourself. Learn everything there is to 
learn about close-up photography, 
then learn some more. And then, when 
that can’t get you want you want, start 
creating your own techniques to solve 
your own problems. 
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photographers to give up the pur-
suit of “simple” photography and 
push themselves and their equip-
ment even farther. We ask them 
to think about a goal and chase a 
dream instead of just reacting to 
stimuli. Granted, this is more like 
walking up a steep hill than anything 
else, but we believe in the human 
spirit and in true artistic expression. 
A photograph can and should say 
something about the person who 

shot it. It should speak of them and how they felt about what was in front 
of them, not just show us what something looked like. 
 The best part of all of this is that if you’re not already completely con-
fident with your manual skills, you will be after you master close-up and 
macro photography with an off-camera flash. There won’t be a choice; 
you will have to learn how to do it all in-camera or your images will fail. 
 To help, we’ve got a great walk-through just a few chapters away—
something that you can do in the privacy of your own home. No stress, no 
worries. It’ll get you up and running with the whole manual camera ap-
proach and even teach you the basics of adding light with a manual flash. 
You’ll love it.

Making Mistakes (and Learning from Them)

To be an artist, you have to learn from your mistakes. Automatic 

modes are designed to eliminate mistakes—to take from you the 

very things you need the most: experience, vision, and foresight. 

If you want to be the best you can be, then you have to make the 

worst mistakes possible and learn from each of them. Give your auto 

settings a rest—each and every one of them. A camera cannot make 

creative decisions—and you can’t either if the machine you’re using 

is trying to give you average pictures!

Great close-up or macro images begin 
with determination and confidence. 
You need to build a strong foundation 
in the basics before attempting some-
thing this complicated. If you are new 
to the idea of shooting in pure manual 
or using an off-camera flash, concen-
trate on learning the basics. Then you 
can truly start pushing the envelope of 
creativity and tackle the complexities 
of macro and close-up photography 
with an off-camera flash.
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ABOUT THE GEAR (THIS IS THE BRILLIANT PART!) 
As a manual shooter, all you need is a camera, a lens, and a flash. You don’t 
need anything fancy and certainly nothing expensive. Any lens will get you 
close (each lens has a minimum focal distance). Every flash will add light 
(that is its job), and every SLR (digital or not) will allow you to adjust 
the aperture and shutter speed (as long as the camera is in manual mode). 
 It’s nice, of course, to have some extra equipment, as well. Softboxes, 
umbrellas, light sticks, specialty lenses, and macro tubes can all make the 
chase for close-up perfection that much more fun—but they are not the 
important part. It’s your artistry and drive that counts. Without an initial 
vision and understanding of your equipment, nothing works. There has 
to be a reason to use that equipment, to employ that flash, to attach that 
modifier. You need to know why you need the stuff before you buy or 
use it.
 Creativity doesn’t come from a camera bag, an automatic setting, or 
a computer. It comes from the heart of an artist and takes time, dedica-
tion, and perseverance to develop. There are no shortcuts. For this reason, 
we emphasize the value of visualization. For example, depth of field and 

You don’t need the latest or greatest gear to create amazing close-up or macro images. Grab some old gear and just 
start using it. A manual shooter is never without options or ideas. In this photo, an old studio umbrella was employed to 
enlarge the flash. Remember, this is not about “looking the part,” it’s about getting the images you want. Use what you 
have—and use it well.
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lighting are paramount when shooting macro and close-up images. If you 
make a mistake here—if you don’t choose the right aperture, shooting 
angle, or power setting on your flash—there is no fixing it later in the 
computer (trust us!). You either get this stuff right in-camera or you go 
home with nothing. This is why it is critical to think through the message-
building process completely. Once you identify your objectives, you can 
easily work through what gear is required and make wise decisions when 
purchasing it. When trying to create amazing close-up or macro images, 
it’s not so much about the amount or the expense of the gear you have; 

Whether you decide to play in an ethe-
real world of abstract shapes, colors, 
and textures (such as in the close-up 
image of the dead flower) or go for a 
more traditional macro interpretation 
of a living plant and water drops, you 
need to know the basics and to have 
the options an off-camera flash pro-
vides. In both of these images, an off-
camera flash proved vital. In the dead-
flower image, it was used to illuminate 
the background behind the plant. In 
the water-droplets image, it was used 
to light the flower after a very small 
aperture in the camera was chosen. 
The smaller aperture was needed to 
achieve the crisp depth of field.

Exploring the Unknown

Traversing the unknown is an amazing thing. A world unlike any-

thing you’ve ever seen is waiting—usually just a few feet from your 

front door. Don’t take anything for granted or think that something 

is so beneath you that it doesn’t warrant some close-up attention—

you may be shocked at what this small world offers. Through the 

delicate play of light, color, and shapes, a tapestry of magic can un-

fold in the most unlikely of places. Exploring, challenging, inventing, 

and expressing are what it means to be a close-up/macro photogra-

pher—and a true artist.
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your success will be a direct result of the courage you show when using 
those tools.

ABOUT SHOOTING IN RAW

We suggest that you shoot only in JPEG while learning your craft. We 

find that shooting in the RAW format often provides students with an ex-

cuse not to concentrate on some very vital parts of the message-building 

process. Shooting RAW files allows you to correct your images after the 

fact, weakening your resolve and giving you an excuse for not creating a 

perfect image while in the field. That’s not something you want to hap-

pen. Instead, we encourage you to make mistakes and learn from them 

while in the field—to fix things immediately and do everything manually. 

Start simple. Get close to something 
and shoot as this image demonstrates. 
Don’t worry about adding light with 
an off-camera flash until you know the 
exact limitations of your gear without 
it. Having a reason before you begin 
shooting with an off-camera flash will 
make the whole journey that much 
more enjoyable and rewarding. 
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This, as you can imagine, also eliminates most of the time spent at the 

computer—an added bonus!
 Think of it like this: What if there weren’t any mistakes in your image? 
What if you taught yourself to dial-in your white balance, contrast, satu-
ration, hue, and sharpness settings before you took the picture (based on 
how you felt about what was in front of you and not what you imagined 
others would like)? 
 What if you picked the perfect aperture that nailed the required depth 
of field? What if you chose the perfect amount of light by adjusting your 
shutter speed or ISO or employing a flash? What if you could dial-in 

Subtle shifts of perspective, light, con-
trast, and saturation need to be visual-
ized before you take the photos. It’s 
not just about getting close to some-
thing, it’s about making that some-
thing ring true to your own unique vi-
sion. It’s all about interpretation, not 
recollection.
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mood? What if you did everything right and your photo looked great 
coming out of the camera? If you did all that, what would you need to 
correct?
 Now, imagine making that your goal. Imagine becoming a true artist 
with your camera—having the skill, foresight, and visualization techniques 
to make every image you shoot perfect right out of the camera. That kind 
of changes things, doesn’t it? It actually sounds like a real goal.
 
ABOUT THIS BOOK
There are no shortcuts to perfection, no button that can make you more 
creative, and no auto approach that will ever work. You have to know 
what you want, recognize the obstacles in the way, and solve each and 
every problem—before it even happens.
 Is it possible? Can you do it? Yes you can! So stop pushing for normal 
and start striving for perfection. Learn your craft, use your tools, and start 
creating something memorable instead of just taking pretty pictures. Be 
the artist you can be and don’t ever settle for less. 
 To get to that point, you’ve got a lot of work to do—and that’s where 
this book comes in. We’ll guide you through the complicated and confus-
ing waters of off-camera flash when shooting macro and close-up images. 
We’ll offer our advice, guidance, and even some tips. 
 And don’t worry if your skill level with manual control isn’t up to par. 
Macro and close-up photography with an off-camera flash is actually a 
wonderful place to start your journey—with macro, you really have no 
other choice but going manual. You will have to learn how (and why) to 
adjust your shutter speed, your aperture size. You will have to deal with 
focus and depth-of-field issues, you will need to change your contrast and 
saturation before you shoot, and you will most definitely have to start 
building messages with an off-camera flash.
 As you work through this process, keep in mind that there are already 
thousands of photographers out there, taking thousands of close-up 
photographs every day. However, there is only one of you. Your vision is 
unique and your images can be, too—this we promise!

The mechanics of capturing great im-
ages aren’t that hard. What’s tricky is 
visualizing the end result first. 

Facing page—Top left: Natural light 
illuminated the flower, but it took 
two off-camera flashes to light the 
background. We could have made the 
lighting brighter, we could have put 
more on the petals in the front—but 
we chose not to. Great macro/close-
up photography takes insight and vi-
sion. Start creating images that sing 
of you—instead of just another picture 
that records the “stuff” around you.
Top right: The beauty of macro and 
close-up photography can be found in 
its apparent simplicity—colors, lines, 
shapes, and texture for the pure joy 
of it all. But looks can be deceiving.  
In this image, for example, an off- 
camera flash had to be used to high-
light the extreme blur and beautiful 
colors of the background. The flower 
petals in the foreground were lit with 
natural light but the background was 
in deep shadow. Many would have 
ignored this scene as it was, but an 
artist is always evaluating the possi-
bilities—even when they are hidden 
in darkness. Bottom: A world once 
reserved for professionals is just be-
yond your door. An indescribable uni-
verse of lines, shapes, patterns, and 
colors will emerge—unlike anything 
you have ever seen. But keep in mind 
that none of this is possible if you 
choose to approach it with an auto-
mated mentality. You have to want to 
“create,” not just “take.”
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CLOSE-UP VS. MACRO
While related, macro and close-up photography are considered vastly 
different by most traditional and classically-trained photographers. For 
an image to be “macro” a certain size relationship between the actual 
subject and its appearance on the film/sensor is required; a near life-size 
(1:1 or greater) representation is the benchmark. For instance, if you were 
shooting a fly and the size of the fly recorded on your sensor/film was the 
same (or nearly the same) size as the fly in real life, it would be classified 
as a macro photograph. If the image didn’t live up to this standard, then 
it would simply be termed a “close-up” picture. 

2. KEY TECHNIQUES

Before we get into adding light, let’s discuss what macro and close-up photography really 
are—and zero-in on some key techniques.

Knowing the difference between a 
close-up image (such as this one) and 
a macro photograph (such as the im-
age of the bee in the previous chapter) 
is pretty important. 


