
   

 
  

   
Understanding Light Angle, Subject-to-Film Plane Orientation, and Head Angle 

Text and images copyright Arthur Morris, all rights reserved 
The failure to understand the importance of how light angle and head angle relate to both subject-to-imaging sensor plane 
orientation (or to subject-to-film plane orientation) and to the quality of the final image ruins more bird photographs than all
other artistic and design factors combined. I’d say that a great percentage of the avian images presented during BIRDS AS
ART Instructional Photo-Tour (IPT) critiquing sessions or on the various internet nature photography sites suffer from improper
light angle, improper head angle, poor choice of subject-to-film or sensor plane orientation, or some combination thereof. As
you approach a bird or a flock of birds, your primary consideration in nearly all cases will be light angle, so that is where we will
begin.  
 
Light Angle 
I am a huge (one could say obsessed) fan of direct frontal lighting. And surely all IPT participants would tell you that I am—
among all natural history photography instructors—its biggest proponent. Except when creating silhouettes or working in other
backlit situations, I want my shadow pointed directly at the bird in almost all cases. I simply do not like most side-lit images of 
birds—expose for the highlight side and the shadowed side loses all detail. The concept is a simple one. I want the bird in front
of me with the sun coming right over the top of my head. It bears repeating: I want my shadow pointed right at the subject. (In
low light situations, you almost never want to have your shadow fall either partially or completely upon the subject. In these
instances, work off-angle to the light just enough so that your shadow does not appear anywhere in the photograph.) Ideally,
connecting the dots between the light source (the sun), the photographer, and the subject will yield a straight line. With birds,
and many other natural history subjects as well, using this direct frontal lighting will yield images of subjects that are evenly
and pleasingly lit. There will be no shadows cast by parts of the bird falling upon the bird itself. 
 
Realize also that when making backlit or silhouetted images, the most dramatic results will be possible when the subject is on
the line drawn between the photographer and the light source; in other words, you need to position yourself so that the subject
is precisely between you and the sun. Doing so will almost always maximize the intensity of the background color and the
quality and intensity of the backlight.  

 
Roseate Spoonbill 

Little Estero Lagoon, Fort Myers Beach, FL 
 

A nearly perfect light angle combined with gorgeous early morning light add greatly 
to the success of this image. Plus, everybody loves spoonbills! 



  

  

Subject-to-Film Plane Orientation 
Subject-to-film plane orientation is an important consideration in the basic design of an image. In many of the images that I
make, especially those of stationary birds, I usually strive to position myself so that the bird is either parallel to—or roughly 
parallel to—the film plane. The resulting “side” or “field guide-type” portrait reveals much of a bird’s beauty and since you are 
seeing exactly one-half of the bird, images of this type hide nothing. This parallel-to-the-film plane orientation is an especially 
attractive choice when working in horizontal format.  
 
While photographing birds in flight when their flight path is parallel to the imaging sensor or film plane, the nicest images
almost always feature the bird with its wings in the full upstroke or the full down stroke position. If someone tells you that
capturing such images is a matter of skill and they are using a digital camera, see if you can entice them to place a series of
wagers with you. You will clean them out in short order. At one time, I thought that it was possible to determine wing position
by timing the release of the shutter, but once I switched to digital I learned that I was badly mistaken. I would think, “Got that 
one with its wings up,” only to see that the image had been made while the bird’s wings were in the full down stroke position. 
The best way to ensure making a few images that feature ideal wing position is to use a camera with a fast frame rate and,
once the bird enters the ideal image-making zone, keep the hammer down, that is, depress the shutter button until the bird is
past your position or until you are no longer able to maintain autofocus. Images made from the side with the bird’s wings edge-
on to your position pretty much never succeed; you would not want to photograph a pancake from the side! 
 
A second option is to feature a bird that is angled towards the film plane. The bird may be angled just a bit towards you, nearly
facing you, or anywhere in between. These types of orientations work well with both horizontal and vertical compositions, and
are especially effective when the bird opens its mouth to yawn or to call—the better to look down your throat, my dear! The 
same can be said in instances where the subject is facing directly at the camera. These types of images, especially when the
bird is staring right down the barrel of the lens, can have high emotional impact. Avian subjects can—depending on the 
species or family—look serious, comical, threatening, irritated, puzzled, inquisitive, belligerent or studious among others.
Perhaps it is when birds are looking right at us that they appear most human. Either of the facing-forward orientations (angled
or direct) works well with flying birds. And if the bird is angled slightly towards your position, even the wings edge-on position 
can yield some pleasing compositions.  

 
Long-billed Curlew 

Fort DeSoto Park, FL  
 

Perfect head angle, perfect subject-to-imaging sensor plane orientation, perfect 
light angle, slightly diffused sunlight, and a low perspective yield a perfect image.  

  



 
The most difficult orientation to deal with occurs when a bird is facing directly away from the film plane (and from you). When
attempting to pull off these extremely difficult types of images, it is almost always best to work in vertical format and to
maximize depth of field as much as possible, the latter because an out-of-focus tail coming right at the viewer will always be a 
sure image killer. Note: there are two head-angle options available here. The traditional approach is to make the image when
the bird has its head turned 90 degrees back towards the camera, that is, when the head is parallel to the film plane. A less
frequently used strategy here is to create the image when the subject is looking directly away; this may work well when there is
a particularly striking pattern on the bird’s back or hind neck. Do realize that when working in overcast, cloudy, cloudy-bright, 
or cloudy-dark conditions, you are afforded great freedom as far as light angle and subject orientation are concerned, and that
the same is true to some degree on clear days when working in the soft light of very early morning or very late afternoon.
When working on cloudy days, it is as if you are working in a giant soft-box or under a huge diffusion tent; the light is omni-
directional and you rarely need to be concerned with its direction unless you are able to see some sort of shadow.  
 
On clear sunny days, subject-to-sensor or to film plane orientation will be determined by wind direction. Unless it is dead calm
(or close to it), or your subjects are in a sheltered area, most birds will face directly into the wind. And this holds true not only
for birds in flight, but for birds resting on an open beach, for birds perched in a tree or on a wire, or for birds sitting on a clean
perch at your feeding set-up. It is important to understand that the very best light angle/wind direction combination for flight will
usually not be best for working a group of roosting terns and skimmers.  
 
Here are the basics. 

1. Wind and sun together, that is, from the same direction: ideal for flight, good for birds on the ground or perched.  
2. Wind and sun direction roughly 90 degrees from each other, good to very good for flight photography, excellent for

stationary subjects; these are perfect conditions for making images of birds parallel to the film plane. As a general rule, I
will photograph as much as ten to fifteen degrees off of the light angle to ensure that the subject is parallel to the film
plane, but will wait until the bird turns its head back into the light before making an image.  

3. Wind against sun: generally poor for all types of bird photography unless you can find subjects in sheltered areas.
(Note: in all difficult conditions, do not give up; try to allow yourself to think outside of the box and come up with
something new.)  

 
Consider the following scenario. It is 5am on the first morning of a Southwest Florida BIRDS AS ART/Instructional Photo Tour
when I meet the car-pooling group in the parking lot to exchange pleasantries. We are headed for one of my favorite spots on
the planet, the Venice Rookery. Lots of folks, seeing a clear night sky filled with bright stars, remark that it will surely be a great
morning. Noting that a cold front had passed through during the night and feeling a chilly northwest wind on my cheek, I inform
them that despite the bright sunny conditions that we will encounter, we will have a difficult morning that will offer very little in
the way of good flight photography. “How can you possibly know that?” several ask almost in unison. “It’s easy,” I respond. 
“The sun rises in the south/southeast. With the wind from the northwest the birds will be flying and landing away from us so 
that they can land into the wind. And even the birds at the nests will face into the wind (and again, away from the light) as they
perform their age-old courtship rituals and feed their chicks." I explain that things will be better this afternoon at my White
Pelican spot as the wind will most likely switch to the west. With the sun setting in the south/southwest, the huge white birds
will be flying, landing, and even standing facing into the wind and into the light. 
 
For flight photography, winds from the south or those with an easterly component in the morning are ideal as such conditions
will find the birds flying and landing into the wind as you have the sun behind you (with your shadow pointed almost directly at
your incoming subjects. Likewise, winds from the south or those with a westerly component will yield excellent conditions for
flight photography on sunny afternoons. Strong southeast winds in morning or strong southwest winds in the afternoon are
perfect for making images of birds in flight coming right at you with their landing gear down.  
 
Northwest winds in the morning and northeast winds in the afternoon are generally the kiss of death for most bird photography
and especially for flight photography. As above, however, do not give up; try to let your creative vision expand when conditions
appear to be bleak. Here are some of the ways that I have come up with to save the day when the wind against sun
combination made things difficult: 

1. Utilize direct backlighting to photograph birds in flight or landing. Light shining through the wings of a Snow or Ross’s 
Goose or any of the egrets or terns can be a beautiful thing. Add flash if needed, but remember to be careful when
pointing your Better Beamer anywhere near the sun lest you melt a big hole in your flash.  

2. Look for diving groups of Brown Pelicans. While the pelicans will make their approaches into the wind (and thus, away
from the light), they will turn just before they dive so that when they are diving the sun will light their upperparts directly.
I actually prefer such top-shots of diving birds to the images that show the bird's undersides.  

3. If the wind is not quite opposite the sun, you may be able to capture a nice over-the-shoulder pose or to make some
nice images of banking birds.  

  

 



  

Head Angle 
Understanding the importance of the angle of the bird’s head relative to both the light angle and the imaging sensor or film
plane is crucial to those striving to produce powerful, appealing images on a consistent basis. Images of birds facing slightly or
well away from the camera are rarely successful. Ideally, when the subject is roughly parallel to the film plane, the bird’s head 
should be parallel to the film plane, or—better yet in most cases—just a bit inside of parallel, that is, turned two or three
degrees towards the film plane. Assuming a perfect light angle, I actually prefer the latter for several reasons: With the
subject’s head turned slightly towards the film plane, the tip of the bill will generally be on the same plane as the eye, so even
when one is working at wide open apertures the image will appear sharper overall than in an image where the bird’s head is 
precisely parallel to the film plane. Furthermore, when the bird’s head is cocked slightly towards you and the sun is directly
behind you, the face will be illuminated immaculately and the image will almost always feature a catch-light in the eye.  

With birds facing to some degree towards the camera, it is usually best to make the photograph either when the bird is looking
directly at the camera or when its head is aligned naturally with its body. Having the bird’s head parallel to the film plane when 
the subject’s body is angled towards the film plane usually looks a bit unnatural. When the body is angled partially or totally
away from the film plane, it is—as noted above—almost imperative that the bird’s head be parallel to the film plane. At times, it 
is possible to get a bird to turn its head towards you by making a sharp raspy “queek” sound (though at times this may scare 
the subject away). Often it is best to simply wait (and pray) for the bird to turn its head. The next time that you are in the field or
are looking at some of the bird pictures in the NatureScapes.Net image critique forums, keep the principles above in mind.
They will help you and others create more powerful avian images on a consistent basis.  

 

Arthur Morris, a NatureScapes.Net columnist, is a highly accomplished and inspirational photographer specializing in birds. His
writing and his photographs have been published in hundreds of books, magazines, and calendars. Art now photographs,
travels, speaks, and teaches extensively in North America. For more information please visit his website at
www.birdsasart.com. 

  

 

Golden-fronted Woodpecker 
Las Colmenas Ranch, Edinburg, TX 
 
You need to be willing to break the "rules." Though these over-the-
shoulder images generally work best when the bird turns it head 
square to the film plane, this one works because it better reveals 
the incredible blush of color on the nape.  



Feel free to send your comments on this article to the editors at NatureScapes.Net. 
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