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As the summer dwindles, chlorophyll, the  

stuff of plant photosynthesis, disappears from leafy 

vegetation, leaving a magical spectacle in its place. 

A variety of true leaf pigments briefly show them-

selves after the green disappears. These pigments 

vary with the species of tree and thus the different 

characteristic leaf colors. 

Many hardwood trees contain carotene that 

causes maples, birches, and poplars to turn yellow. 

The brilliant reds and oranges in fall landscapes are 

primarily due to anthocyanin. Tannin gives oaks a 

distinctively brown color and is the final persistent 

color that leaves turn. And because these true leaf 

colors are water soluble, that makes the color disap-

pear quickly after drying out. 

Fall season of exciting color is only a short  

time away. My lifelong friend in Knoxville, Tennes-

see informed me that the color in the Great Smoky 

Mountains was underway in early September at 

higher elevations.

This fall spectacle fills photographers with 

great anticipation for one of the best times of the 

year for photography. The color changes that  

accompany the oncoming of fall provide great  

visual opportunities.

Some photographers are blessed to live in  

areas with an abundance of fall color. Others  

may have to do a bit of traveling. As one begins  

to get ready for fall photography, some research, 

selecting, and planning is a good idea. 

Fall
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Planning

The first step in photographing fall happens long 

before the camera is positioned. Obviously, the 

selection of time and place of the shoot is impor-

tant. That sounds simple enough, but there is a bit 

more to it than some realize. There are three major 

factors that affect the location and timing that is 

selected: type of image desired, choice of colors 

and timing, and flexibility.

Type of Image Desired

The type of image desired strongly influences 

choice of location. When most people think of fall 

color, they tend to think of large expanses of in-

tense red and orange trees commonly depicted  

in magazines. This type scenario is found mostly 

in the eastern states. 

However, this is not the only choice for fall 

color. Other areas provide a completely different 

type of opportunity for fall imagery. The western 

mountain states display a much more sparse color, 

but these scenes are located among dramatic, 

mountain ranges. The ability to match this color 

with the drama of the mountains can produce  

incredible images.

Choice of Colors and Timing

Different regions have different colors. New Eng-

land has a nice variety of reds and gold, while the 

Rocky Mountains have a dominance of yellow.

Fall color tends to migrate from the northern 

latitudes southward. The earlier in the fall a pho-

tographer intends to shoot, the higher the eleva-

tion and the farther north they must travel. This 

is due to temperature and length of the daylight. 

Higher elevations and northern latitudes experi-

ence cool nighttime temperatures and shorter  

day earlier than lower elevations and more  

southern latitudes.

Flexibility

Often locals can give general times when fall col-

ors in any particular area are most likely to occur. 

However, nobody can exactly predict the timing 
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of the fall colors. The timing of 

fall colors in an area can vary 

by a few weeks from one sea-

son to the next. For those pho-

tographers whose schedule is 

not very flexible, the length  

of the fall color season  

becomes very important.  

Some areas have a color 

season that is as short as one 

week. Since this week cannot 

be exactly predicted, such an 

area would be a poor choice 

for one whose schedule is 

not flexible. Some areas have 

color seasons that last several 

weeks. For instance, Rocky 

Mountain National Park has a fairly long color sea-

son as the color proceeds from higher to lower el-

evations as the season progresses—a better choice 

for those that have less flexible schedules.

Many “hot spots” for fall color, like Vermont 

and New Hampshire, have color hot lines and In-

ternet color reports maintained by the state high-

way department or chambers of commerce. These 

tools are an invaluable aid to the photographer 

who has a short window of opportunity to travel. 

These may provide weather forecasts as well, im-

portant in clothing choices and other preparations.

Light

After the color of the vegetation itself, the most 

important factor in successful fall color imagery is 

the quality of the light. 

In general, the best light is the diffuse light  

of an overcast sky. This soft light brings out the  

colors well and is lower in contrast, relieving  

many harsh, dark shadows. This diffuse light can 

produce beautiful color images. It tends to produce 

pastel colors and can lend a romantic feel to an 

image. One advantage of this type of light is that 

one can often shoot all day long. A disadvantage, 

however, is that bald, featureless skies are boring 

and distracting to the image. Therefore, the skies  

in these images should be a very small part of 

the frame.

The other time for magical shooting is called 

the “Golden Hour,” that time about one hour after 

sunrise and again before sunset. When the sun 

is low on the horizon a directional, but very soft 

light is found. Because of atmospheric interfer-

ence, this light is also very warm-toned. This may 

match the warm fall colors well. Therefore, golden 

hour light enhances the warm tones of the fall  

colors, providing saturated colors. A drawback 

here is underexposure which oversaturates reds, 

oranges and other warm colors may lead to the 

entire scene turning brownish and muddy.

Exposure

With today’s camera technology it’s easy to take 

good digital photographs, but it is increasingly 

difficult to master the art and craft to make great 

digital images. My three friends who own profes-

sional photo labs all say the single biggest mistake 

of photographers is failure to expose properly.

The secret is to expose areas of middle tone 

values of a scene, rather than dark or bright areas. 

When you do that the image is better exposed. By 

default, most digital cameras display a luminosity 

histogram, a graphical representation displaying 

the distribution of tones values captured in the  

image. This histogram is useful in evaluating over-

all exposure; however, it doesn’t always tell the 

whole story. 

© Chloe Sutcliffe
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When photographing vivid colors, one or  

more of the three individual color channels (red, 

green or blue) may often be lacking in detail. By 

faithfully using the individual RGB histograms, you 

can visualize if specific channels are clipped and 

correct as necessary. If you underexpose, you may 

lose a big part of the brilliant fall foliage. 

The other tool of good exposure is to  

set white balance correctly. This setting programs 

the camera for the color of the light illuminating 

a scene. Default outdoor choices include sunny, 

cloudy, and shade. These lighting conditions pres-

ent a different color of illumination to the scene. 

Overcast light produces bluish cast. Correcting for 

changes in light intensity and its inherent color  

will make for improved images of fall color. 

Polarizing Filters

When shooting fall colors, it may be beneficial to 

consider the use of a polarizing filter. Designed to 

remove glare and increase the saturation of colors, 

the careful use of the polarizing filter may enhance 

fall foliage (see photo, right). 

These filters are best used when the lens is 

pointed at right angles to the source of light. So, 

when used with overcast light polarizers have 

even little effect. A polarizer can also reduce or 

eliminate this glare reflected from surfaces of  

water. Overall it may be beneficial to check out the 

impact of a polarizer regardless of the type of light.
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Good Composition

Composition is the art of the design of the photo-

graph. Good image design stems from what to 

include in the scene, the selection of lens used  

and the vantage point. However, good design also 

occurs as a result of judging what not to include  

in the scene.

The biggest problem is the excitement of  

so much stunning color. A common mistake in  

fall color images is the focus on the colors to  

the exclusion of everything else. However, this 

excitement must not overrule the fact that every 

great image needs a clean and clear composition,  

a strong graphic design. Don’t overlook the tenants 

of good composition, including light, shadows,  

contrast, point of view, leading lines, perspective, 

and all of the other factors that go into creating 

images with impact.

Look for good spacing between trees so that 

key shapes don't merge together. Consider using 

other trees, such as evergreens or trees that are 

still green, for better color balance and contrast. 

And last, but not least, eliminate distracting ele-

ments that don't contribute to the main subject.

Landscapes

Landscapes can provide a great opportunity for  

fall color shots. The fall color in the Rockies is  

primarily yellow and is found as patches of color. 

Consequently, you don’t find a lot of areas that  

are carpeted in color. Therefore, you have the  

best chance of creating strong fall color images  

by finding dramatic scenes and figuring out how 

to integrate the available color with the rest of  

the surrounding environment. 

The scene (bottom, left) grabbed my attention 

due to the early morning light on the Rio Grande 

and the morning fog. Some patches of fall color 

provided an opportunity to further strengthen  

the image. Further, the scene was dark in the  

foreground but grew lighter behind leading  

the eye toward the mountain range.

Isolated Elements

In the preceding image, fall color was used in  

a large landscape. A different approach is to  

identify an element of fall color and isolate it  

from the rest of the environment. This focuses  

the attention on the unique element and its color. 

This small aspen leaf (opposite, left) was photo-

graphed up close with a macro lens (the leaf is  

only slightly longer than an inch). This allowed  

the leaf to be isolated from the background and  

the environment, strengthening the image.

This image (above, left) demonstrates three 

important factors that can be used to strengthen 

fall color images. First, strongly contrasting col-

ors were used. The camera was positioned so that 

the dark woods were directly behind the leaf. This 

resulted in the vibrant yellow of the leaf stand-

ing out from the strongly contrasting background. 

Second, the colors in this image are saturated 

because magic hour light was used. In fact, this 

image was shot in the last one or two minutes of 
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light before the sun disappeared behind a range of 

mountains—resulting in a soft and saturated light. 

This enhanced the colors. Third, the image conveys 

simplicity. This causes the viewer to focus on the 

important components of the image (i.e., color and 

shape) rather than being distracted by other  

elements of the environment.

This partially abstract image (above, right) 

demonstrates one other important concept about 

fall color photography: a photographer doesn't 

have to live in an area that has a large amount 

of colorful woodlands in order to get good color. 

While this image was made of colorful leaves, it was 

not shot on the side of a mountain covered with 

expanses of fall color. Rather, this image was found 

in a neighbor’s front yard. Interestingly, only a few 

spots of color were all that was needed to create 

the image.

Color and Contrasting Tones

One method of creating memorable, fall color  

images is to photograph scenes that have con-

trasting colors or tone values. 

The contrast between the colors in the next 

image (page 32) helps to draw the viewer’s atten-

tion. One technique that helps to further accentu-

ate such a mixture of colors is to create a composi-

tion where the colors are set against a relatively 

dark background. Fortunately, the colorful tree was 

situated on the edge of a forest. This allowed the 

colorful trees to be placed against the relatively 

dark pines. Thus, the dark green of the pines along 

the top of the image helps to set off the colors of 

the trees. Last, the weather was used to enhance 

the image. 

Lines, Shapes and Patterns

I stated that the most common mistake in fall color 

images is that many photographers focus com-

pletely on the fall colors to the exclusion of every-

thing else. While it is true that the image at right is 

dominated by a single color, there is a big differ-

ence. The difference comes in the form of the tree 

trunks and branches. 

When you look at the image of Aspen trees 

at on page 33, what do you see? Tree trunks?  
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Sure, the eyes are drawn to the tree trunks without 

branches, but in reality we see an overall pattern. 

This scene was impossible to pass up while driving 

down a forest road. With a long lens the images  

are compressed into simple repetitive shapes or 

patterns. The light tree trunks contrast in both 

tone and color with the background. The verti-

cal crop enhances the height of the aspen trunks 

into an impressive form. This image is not so much 

about the color. Rather, it is about the interaction 

of the lines, curves, and patterns of the trunks  

and branches.

Reflections

Many subjects look dramatic when reflected in  

water. Shoot autumn color reflected in water to 

create stunning abstract fall photos. These shots 

work best early or late on a sunny day. Ideally, you 

want reflected foliage to be sunlit and the rest 

of the scene to be in shade. If you have yellows, 

oranges and reds on the trees, you'll end up with 

beautiful warm tones reflected in water. 

The area behind the pond (right) had a  

group of trees with yellow fall color, but the tree 

reflection were more impressive. The choice was 

simple: use the pond to enhance the impact of  

the fall color through the reflections of the trees.
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With reflection photos, abstract and impression-

istic images often work best, so zooming in tight on 

just a few details can make a difference. Experiment 

with focus between the surface of the water itself 

and the reflection of the trees. Changes in shutter 

speed will change the surface characteristic as well. 

A long shutter speed will create smoother water  

surfaces and abstract reflections.

Small Details

While photographing a majestic landscape is a good 

photographic style, there is great value in captur- 

ing the smaller details as well. Put on your close-

focusing or macro lens and examine the tree trunks, 

moss-covered rocks and other details of nature to 

compliment your grand scene. Try different focal 

lengths and camera positions. Aim up, aim down. 

Don’t be afraid to push the limits. 

Native Wildlife

In photography it is always true that “Luck favors  

the prepared!” Expect the unexpected. Plan to  

always have your camera settings in just about  

the right range of ISO, aperture and shutter speed 

and pre-focused at a known distance so that your 

reaction time will not be hampered by inspecting 

and re-setting your camera. Be prepared, and  your 

percentages of good fleeting moment images will 

increase dramatically.

Whatever you do, go out and shoot. And shoot 

a lot. Patience, persistence and practice will pay off. 

And, don’t forget to have fun!

Brian K. Loflin is a seasoned photo-
graphic professional with a career 
that spans more than four decades 
in the advertising, aviation, bio-
medical and publishing industry.  
As a graduate biologist with a 
background in marketing and com-
munications, his early experience 
was as a medical photographer and 
a freelance photojournalist. He and 
his wife, Shirley, have photographed 
and authored several books, includ-
ing: Grasses of the Texas Hill County 
and Texas Cacti, both published by 
Texas A&M University Press. 
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Writing and Photography by Cindy Dyer 

While the obvious stars of the fall show are  
the changing leaves, it’s also a great time to 
photograph people. The light is warm and 
crisp and a backdrop of bright yellow, orange 
and red leaves will add an extra punch to  
your images. 

n  Shoot early in the morning for softer light; 
later for more intense golden light.

n  Foliage is best lighted by afternoon sunlight 
with your subject placed in front, but the 
light will cast harsh shadows on faces so 
using the diffuser between the sunlight and 
the subject will soften that light. Look for 
the 43" reflector by Neewer that costs less 
than $20. This five-in-one collapsible reflec-
tor allows you to interchange covers from  
silver, white, gold and black to translucent. 

n  Position your subject with the sun behind 
them and bounce the light back into your 
subject’s face using the silver reflector. You 
can also try using fill flash to add more light.

n Try some shots from a low vantage point 
to include more foliage, positioning your 
subject so that you include bright color 
spots all around them.

n Shooting from a low point of view will 
also allow you to include a bright blue sky 
against the foliage.

n If you use an SLR camera, shoot with a 
longer lens. This allows you to put the focus 
on your subject, leaving your background 
soft and out of focus. This adds to the 
drama of the portrait, and can give you a 
unique look and style. One of my favorite 
lens to use is a 70-200mm F2.8. Use a longer 
focal length (150mm – 200mm) to separate 
your subject from the background.

n Get action shots—if you have kids or pets, 
encourage them to romp in the leaves and 
shoot candid shots with the leaves falling.

n Fall is also a great time to shoot still lifes, too. 
Photograph carved pumpkins, wreaths 
and other fall decorations.

n When the leaves have all fallen, don’t put 
away that camera! Stark, bare branches 
against the sky make for dramatic images.

There’s More to Fall 
than Just Landscapes

Follow these timely tips to improve your 
photographs of family and friends and  
capture the details of the fall season.
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