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How does the nature of photography impact the photography of nature? 

So many of us live in a perpetual dream state, distracted by our thoughts and our 
phones, always preoccupied by either dwelling on the past or projecting ourselves 
into the future. One of the main powers of photography is to provoke a sense of 
wonder and amazement that displays of the natural world can provide. As Henry 
David Thoreau said,  “It's not what you look at that matters, it's what you see.” And 
I believe that nature photography has the power to bring us back to the present 
moment and make us realise the divinity and unity that is integral within everything 
in existence. It has the power to show that our traditional perception of our 
existence as isolated and separate beings is in fact an illusion (Watts, 1958), and it 
gives us the opportunity to preserve a small fragment of the fleeting existence of life. 
Although a large proportion of photography is about defining and categorising the 
natural world, through the continuation of scientific research, there is an alternative 
stream of photography which seeks an alternative to the over rationalisation of 
nature.  This essay examines a few of the key photographers who have taken the 
alternative approach and see photography as a way of opening the viewer’s 
perception to the mystery of nature. 

It could be argued that a significant attribute of nature photography is how it can 
bring us into a state of mindfulness and wonder about the universe which we 
inhabit. As adults we often grow into a state of awareness where we feel the need to 
compulsively label, define and compartmentalise things; limited by our own 
preconceived ideas and judgements. Eckhart Tolle states that “the more we label, 
the more shallow and lifeless our reality becomes” (2009). The reason for this could 
perhaps be that it desensitises us and makes us indifferent, and we lose the sense of 
awareness and receptiveness that we had once had as children. As the influential 
20th Century photographer, Minor White, describes: 

“…innocence of eye has a quality 
of its own. It means to see as a 
child sees, with freshness and 
acknowledgment of the wonder; 
it also means to see as an adult 
sees who has gone full circle and 
once again sees as a child – with 
freshness and an even deeper 
sense of wonder.” (Minor White 
2017) 

Figure 1, Minor White, 1958, Grand 
Teton. 
It is possible to suggest that 



nature photography has this ability to make us return to a child-like state of 
appreciation; of the vastness that exists outside of ourselves. Whether it is when the 
photographer is attentive and engaging in the act of taking a picture, or whether 
those feelings can be transmitted through to the viewer. We so often become 
entrapped by our own preoccupations that we forget to acknowledge the beauty and 
the detail that is present within our everyday circumstances. To further elaborate on 
the significance of photography as a medium, one can apply Stieglitz’s concept of 
‘equivalence’:  

“While rocks were photographed, the subject of the sequence is not rocks; 
while symbols seem to appear, they are barely pointers to significance. The 
meaning appears in the mood they raise in the beholder; and the flow of the 
sequence eddies in the river of his associations as he passes from picture to 
picture. The rocks are only the objects upon which the significance is spread 
like sheets on the ground to dry.”  (Minor White, 2017) 

This quote appeals to the idea that photography possesses the ability to allude to 
what lies beyond simply the subject matter, whether that be clouds, mountains or 
waterfalls; it can make us fascinated to know the conditions that allows these things 
to occur. It is therefore possible to state that photographs shown in a structured 
content may support each other and may create a total statement that is more 
complex and meaningful that the individual images by themselves. In this way, the 
nature of photography can allow us to understand the macrocosm of life beyond our 
limited human perspectives. This is also has relevance towards the Gaia Hypothesis 
as proposed by the environmentalist and scientist James Lovelock. The theory 
proposes that organisms interact with their inorganic surroundings on Earth to 
form a synergistic self-regulating, complex system that helps to maintain and 
perpetuate the conditions for life on the planet (Lovelock, 2017). This helps to 
support the idea that the medium of photography is a powerful catalyst in igniting 
the realisation in humanity that we are not separate from the world we inhabit. 

The internationally recognised photographer, Gary Fabian Miller continues to 
elaborate on the feelings of awe that the universe can invoke in us when he states:  
“I am seeking a state of mind which lifts the spirit, gives strength and a moment of 
clarity.” (2015) 
He produced a series of 40 photographs taken 
from a fixed point on the roof of his home 
overlooking the Severn Estuary in which the 
photographic elements of lens and film and 
exposure remained constant so that the only 
change from frame to frame was in the time of 
day and the weather. His work encapsulates 
the power of photography to freeze an 
ephemeral instance, and to show the majesty 
of nature in all it’s awe through the dark, 
looming clouds, expansive oceans and infinite 
horizon.      
Figure 2, Gary Fabian Miller, 1977,  Sea Horizon.         



The renowned landscape photographer Charlie Waite claims that “A landscape 
image cuts across all political and national boundaries. It transcends the constraints 
of language and culture” (2017). This powerful statement could suggest that a 
poignant effect of photography is how it can dissolve our sense of separation with 
each other and cultivate an admiration for the environment. It can make us 
appreciate nature’s majestic displays of light, colour and form; regardless of our 
personal identities and affiliations. A common thread with nature photography is 
that of conservation, of the need to protect what remains untouched by the 
devastating influences of humanity. The way in which photography has this unique 
ability to capture the unique beauty of the natural world and it’s transient essence; 
means that those of us who cannot witness the glory of the wilderness first hand can 
for an instance bear witness to the unfathomable.  

Figure 3, Charlie Waite, 2017, South of Granada.  

Different forms of photography, such as time lapse is a particularly effective 
medium in restoring our sense of awareness and wonder about nature. As the 
award-winning cinematographer Louie Schwartzberg details:  

“I love to use film to take us on a journey through portals of time and space, to 
make the invisible visible, because what that does, it expands our horizons, it 
transforms our perception, it opens our minds and it touches our 
heart.” (2014) 



and on talking on our limited human perspective, he continues: 

“People go about their lives surrounded by the unseeable. Knowing that there's 
so much around us we can't see forever changes our understanding of the 
world, and by looking at unseen worlds, we recognise that we exist in the living 
universe, and this new perspective creates wonder and inspires us to become 
explorers in our own backyards.” (Schwartzberg, 2014) 

This could suggest that, within different forms of photography such as microscopy, 
time lapse or astrophotography; therein lies the ability to widen our perceptions of 
how we view the world and choose to interact with it. In this way we can begin to 
understand that what we consider to be nature, is not outside of us but is an integral 
part of us. We consider the sun, water and the earth to exists us something outside 
of what constitutes a human but without them we would not be able to exist; and 
the same way that we could not exist without our lungs to breathe or heart to beat.  

As the influential Scottish-American naturalist John Muir claims: 
“In every walk with nature one receives far more than he seeks” (2017). And it is in 
this spirit that photography can be effective as a tool for igniting our sense of 
awareness and instigating the desire to preserve and protect the natural world. It 
can carry the essence of the wild, through a sheet of film or digital screen and into 
our consciousness in a way that is astounding to even attempt to conceive by the 
logical mind. It brings us into realisation of the inconceivable beauty of the natural 
world, which we often lose sight of, lost in the troubles of our daily lives. And it 
reminds us it is as much a part of us as we are of it.  
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