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For starters, in contrast to genres like landscape photography, or 

street photography, photographing science is seldom something 

you do for yourself, or in your own time - it is done for a client, and 

usually for a very specific application. This means you’re working 

according to an external schedule, and various parameters - the 

laboratory setup, the time of day, the duration of the shoot, etc - are 

likely to be out of your control.  

Also,  unlike the situation in wedding photography or family 

portraiture, your immediate client is seldom the person being 

photographed. As a science photographer, you are likely to be 

booked by a company’s communications or PR representative, who 

will arrange for you to photograph a scientist or technologist for 

a publication or brochure.  As a result, your actual photographic 

subject may be less keen on being photographed than would have 

been the case if he/she commissioned you directly.  See my article 

on ‘Having your picture taken’ for some thoughts on this specific 

topic.

Despite these complications, however, I love every minute of this 

challenging photographic domain - I love figuring out what scientists 

do, and how that can be captured photographically; I get a kick from 

figuring out how to get a good photo even when the laboratory 

conditions may be less than ideal; and I love getting a positive 

reaction from a scientist who comes into the session believing that 

being photographed is worse than visiting the dentist!

Having worked as a science photographer for many years, I’ve 

obviously built up a huge library of images, and I’ve learnt the hard 

way that managing your photo library is critical.  In our second article 

in this newsletter, I discuss this important topic in more detail.

Enjoy the newsletter!  If you have any thoughts or opinions on the 

above topics, please let me know - as always your comments are 

much appreciated.

Gerry

From the

     editor
Putting together this edition of 

Sciencelens Monthly got me 

thinking again about the concept 

of science photography, and 

how it differs from other forms of 

photography.  
gerry@sciencelens.co.nz

P H O T O G R A P H I N G  P E O P L E

How do you feel about being 
photographed?  Love it?  Hate it?

I guess its a safe generalisation to say that most people don’t like 

being in front of the camera. Or at least they believe they don’t - I have 

this suspicion that many people actually enjoy being the centre of 

attention every now and then, and to be made to feel special, which 

is typically what happens when you’re the subject of a photo shoot.  

Whether my suspicions are founded or not, the bottom line is that 

people who admit to actually enjoying being photographed are few 

and far between.

And if there are few people among the general population who enjoy 

being photographed, the percentage is probably even smaller among 

the scientific community, who often joke that, after all, they didn’t 

spend years of scientific training to pursue a career in modelling! To be 

honest, given what scientists have been put through over the years - 

coloured strobe lights, being forced to stare meaningfully at a tube of 

arbitrary fluorescent liquid, etc - perhaps it is understandable that they 

don’t want to do it.

Acknowledging this fact, it is important as a photographer to do your 

utmost to put your subject at ease during a photo shoot, and to avoid 

forcing someone to do something they’re not comfortable with in 

front of the camera.

In science photography, it is critical to try and get at least some level 

of understanding of the scientist’s work, what it is that they do, and 

how they interact with the equipment in their laboratories.  By careful 

observation while the scientist demonstrates what he or she does, 

the photographer can identify potential photo opportunities.  Good 

composition and timing can make a striking photograph out of a 

scene that may otherwise have gone unnoticed.

Having  
    your picture taken

Front cover image © Sciencelens Science Art collection
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An alternative approach is to employ laboratory equipment as a prop when doing a 

portrait of the scientist.  In this case, the idea is not to illustrate the scientist’s work in 

the laboratory, but merely to use the laboratory to provide context to the portrait.  The 

focus is completely different, but it is an approach that often works well in less technical 

publications.

From the scientist’s point of view, being the subject of a professionally shot 

photographic profile can, more often than not, be beneficial to their scientific career. 

Being profiled in a publication such as a company annual report or technology 

publication, or an external industry newsletter or magazine, obviously boosts the 

scientist’s visibility, both inside and outside your workplace. This in turn can lead to 

increased exposure for their work, and even increased funding opportunities. 

I have worked with scientists who understood this dynamic very well, and who relished 

the opportunity to increase their public profile through the visual media.  Scientists who 

are ‘willing subjects’ for photo shoots quickly endear themselves to the communications 

and publications staff in the organisation, resulting in more regular photo requests, 

which in turn increases exposure for their scientific endeavours. 

And with good planning, being photographed needn’t take up much of your time - 

with a well-prepared photographer, a well-defined topic and a willing subject, amazing 

results can be achieved in a surprisingly short amount of time.
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FIrstly, it is critical that someone be given exclusive responsibility to 

organise and maintain the photo library, as the sheer volume of digital 

photographs that get produced in large organisations can quickly get 

out of hand.  Various software tools are available that allow the ‘image 

librarian’ to tag individual images according to a number of criteria, e.g. 

the area where it was shot, the person(s) featured in the photos, the 

event where it was taken, etc.  Photos can also be sorted into different 

folders according to various criteria, and older, out-of-date photos can be 

archived.

F E A T U R E D  A R T I C L E

One of the big advantages of digital photo libraries is that, if a copy 

of the photo collection is kept online (for example on an ftp server), 

the collection of images is readily available for a wider audience in the 

organisation, and can be accessed from different locations.  This is very 

useful, in particular when an organisation has branches or satellite offices 

in different regions.  Staff can contribute to the library by uploading 

images, while also having access to the image library from any location.

While having an extensive and accessible library of professionally 

photographed images has many advantages, both to the organisation 

and to the individuals featured in these photographs, there are some 

issues that need to be kept in mind in maintaining such a collection.

Tips for managing a

digital photo library

A few years ago, before 

the advent of the digital 

photography era, many 

organisations went to great 

lengths to maintain and 

archive their collections of 

photographic slides and 

negatives.

These days, these physical 

collections may still be kept in 

an archive, but focus has  

moved to electronic image 

libraries - collecting, sorting  

and storing company images  

in digital format.
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...effort needs to be 
spent to keep staff 
images current...

If the image library can be accessed 

from various locations and by 

various people, it is useful to limit 

general access to read-only, to avoid 

accidental damage to the photo 

library.  If different people are given 

write-access, a proper workflow 

system should be in place to keep 

things from turning chaotic.

Secondly, not all images are equal.  

Often an organisation will have 

a collection of images that was 

commissioned with a very specific 

aim - to reinforce the company brand, 

and to support the key principles/

values of the organisation.  These 

images may have been commissioned 

at considerable expense, to be used 

in key publications or promotional 

material, and the last thing you want 

is for the impact of the images to be 

diluted as a result of everyone using 

them.  As such, these “hero-images” 

should be ring-fenced and kept 

separate, made accessible only to 

the communications and marketing 

department, for example.

Another important consideration is 

that people images can get dated 

fairly quickly.  This applies to all people 

photos, whether they are generic 

stock images or photos of actual 

scientists, but in the case of actual 

staff, who are known and recognised throughout the organisation, dated 

images are more obvious and stand out more clearly.  For example, using 

images in your annual report featuring an individual who has since left 

the organisation, can definitely send out the wrong message.  Similarly 

outdated photos of key individuals can also result in confusing visual 

communication, especially if these photos do not represent their current 

activities/position in the organisation.

As such, effort needs to be spent to keep staff images current - removing 

(or at least archiving) photos of staff that have left, regularly updating 

current staff images, and commissioning profile shoots for new staff.

Certain members of an organisation, such as Board and Management 

members, as well as key scientists, who have a particularly high and 

visible public profile, need at least an annual profile update, ideally 

resulting in a diverse enough image library that the same image, or a 

limited set of images shot at the same time (with the individual sporting 

the same outfit in all the images), are not used over and over in public 

communications.

When I started out as a photographer, my biggest concern was getting 

the photos I took, out to the client as fast as possible, without worrying 

too much about managing the image library that I was building 

up.  However, after a couple of months, and some calls from clients 

requesting images that they’d misplaced, I soon realised the time spent 

finding specific images among the growing mass of images I had on my 

computer, was not worthwhile, and that I’d do better adopting a more 

formal image management approach.  

So take it from me, as someone with thousands upon thousands of 

images to maintain - the effort you spend managing your photo library 

will be worth every cent of your investment.

F E A T U R E D  A R T I C L E
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“There are no rules for good photographs, 
there are only good photographs.” 

   Ansel Adams
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The “Art of Science” 
Exhibition

Date: 31 March – 22 May 2011 (touring NZ 2011-13)
Time: 10.30am – 4.30pm daily, admission free
Location: NZ Portrait Gallery, Shed 11, Wellington 
Waterfront

This exhibition, running at the New Zealand Portrait 
Gallery, Shed 11 in Wellington from 31 March to  
22 May, features paintings from the Royal Society 
of New Zealand’s fascinating private collection of 
portraits of prominent past and present scientists.

Included with the portraits are interpretive texts 
telling the stories of the scientists – their innovations 
and successes. The exhibition captures the 
connections between artists and scientists, and 
between science and art. For example, it looks at the 
different ways that scientists and artists appreciate 
colour and light.

The exhibition marks the first time that this significant 
collection of portraits of New Zealand scientists has 
been gathered in one place and shown to the public.

Professor Jean Fleming 
elected as a Companion of the 
Royal Society of New Zealand

Jean Fleming, Professor of Science Communication 

at the Centre for Science Communication at the 

University of Otago, has recently been selected as the 

35th Companion of the Royal Society of New Zealand.

The title of Companion of the Royal Society of 

New Zealand, first introduced in 1999, recognises 

outstanding leadership in science, and contributions 

to the promotion and advancement of science and 

technology in New Zealand.

The President of the Royal Society of New Zealand, 

Dr Garth Carnaby, said Jean Fleming was a dedicated 

science communicator who had led numerous 

organisations focused on increasing public 

understanding about science.

 

Conferences in May/June

 » Agencies for Nutrition Action National 
Conference 2011: Rethinking our future, 3-4 May 
2011, Auckland

 » HELPING OURSELVES - Diabetes New Zealand 
Conference 2011, 6-8 May 2011, Wellington

 » AWATEA conference: The Business of Marine 
Energy, 26-27 May 2011, Wellington

 » Public Relations Institute of New Zealand (PRINZ) 
Conference 2011, 26-27 May 2011, Rotorua

 » Conference on Invention, Innovation and 
Commercialisation, 13-14 Jun 2011, Christchurch

 » Artificial Intelligence in Education 2011, 27 Jun - 
1 Jul 2011, Christchurch

 » NZIFST 2011 Conference: Science to Reality - NZ 
and Beyond, 29 Jun - 1 Jul 2011, Rotorua

Launch of “The Conversation”

Launched in March 2011, The Conversation is an 
independent source of information, analysis and 
commentary from the university and research sector.

The Conversation is a new Australian online 
science communication forum, a website featuring 
content written by scientists, made palatable by 
an experienced team of journalists and presented 
directly to the public.

This initiative looks very exciting, and the content 
appearing on the site certainly isn’t dry, overly 
technical science articles.  It could be an exciting 
tool for the popularisation of science - definitely 
something to keep an eye on over the months to 
come!

NZ Science Book Prize

The names have been announced of the three books 
shortlisted for the Royal Society NZ 2011 Science 
Book Prize. The topics cover quite a range, from New 
Zealand’s rarest parrot to the mystery of the Earth’s 
magnetism, and an exploration of climate change.

The 2011 overall winner will be announced at the 
Auckland Writers and Readers Festival on Friday 13 
May 2011. The award for the winner is $5000.00.

The shortlisted works are:

 » North Pole South Pole: The  Epic Quest to Solve 

the Great Mystery of Earth’s Magnetism by Gillian 

Turner

 » Poles Apart: Beyond the Shouting, Who’s Right 

about Climate Change? by Gareth Morgan and 

John McCrystal

 » Kakapo: Rescued from the Brink of Extinction by 

Alison Ballance

Humanities Aronui Medal

The Humanities Aronui Medal is a new addition to The 
Royal Society of New Zealand’s suite of prestigious 
medals. This medal will be awarded annually for 
research or innovative work of outstanding merit in 
the Humanities, including conventional academic 
research and work in the creative arts. Researchers 
from all disciplines of the Humanities will be 
considered each year.  Humanities includes languages, 
history, religion, philosophy, law, classics, linguistics, 
literature, cultural studies, media studies, art history, 
film, and drama. The closing date for this inaugural 
award is 30 June 2011.  More details are available on 
the The Royal Society of New Zealand website.

2011 WPGA Pollux Awards

The Worldwide Photography Gala Awards invites 
professional and non-professional photographers, as 
well as photography students worldwide, working in 
all media and to submit their work to the 3rd Edition 
of The WPGA Annual Pollux Awards.

Traditional, contemporary, avant-garde, creative 
and experimental works that include old and new 
processes, mixed techniques, and challenging 
personal, emotional or political statements  are 
welcome. Digital or traditional photography or 
combinations of both are acceptable.

Submission and Deadline Dates:
1st Contest: CLOSED
2nd Contest: Opens on 1 May; closes on 31 May 
3rd Contest: Opens on 1 Jun; closes on 30 Jun 
4th Contest: Opens on 1 Jul; closes on 31 Jul
5th Contest: Opens on 1 Aug; closes on 31 Aug  
6th Contest: Opens on 1 Sep; closes on 30 Sep

Best of the Month: $1,000
Photographer of the Year (Professional): 
$ 10,000 and Pollux Statue
Photographer of the Year (Non-Professional): 
$ 5,000 and Pollux Statue

News snippets


