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SPecialFeature

The Magic of

Pet Photography
by Michel Roy

They say that a person’s best friend is his 
or her dog… and that can certainly be 
true in a wide range of situations, but 

when you point a camera at your pet the reac-
tion can be surprising! Some animals love the 
attention, and “ham it up” whenever they see a 
camera–others take one look and head in the 
other direction as fast as possible.

Pet photography can be a lot of fun, and 
with a subject that rarely criticizes your work, 
you can explore a wide range of creative tech-
niques. When you photograph your pet, they 
often see the process as a game–so you can use 
all the tricks of the trade, trying fast and slow 
shutter speeds, a variety of props and back-
drops, and all kinds of toys. You can ask your 
pet to help you play with long telephoto lenses 
to catch them in action, or regular lenses for pet 
portraits, and wide angle optics to create funny 
photos. With a willing pet as a subject, you 
can fine tune your lighting techniques, using 
flash from the front, back or sides, and you can 
photograph pets in static poses or in motion–
for the pet, and the photographer, it can be a 
wonderful game with no set rules.

For serious pet photography, there are guide-
lines to help you create beautiful images. Like 
any portrait, the focus should be on the eyes of 
the subject, and this can be more difficult with 
pets than it is with people. 

I often switch the autofocus setting to single 
shot for pet photography, and use a specific 
focus point between the eyes and the nose to 
get precise results. If the pet will sit still for the 
portrait session, I sometimes use manual focus. 
With a pet that is difficult to capture in focus, I 
sometimes take a portrait from the side, always 
trying to capture the greatest degree of sharp-
ness on the eyes of the subject. With a pet that 

is in constant motion, you have to shoot first, 
and look for the best expressions and attitude 
when you review the results.

To make the best pet portrait you have to 
take the time to understand and capture the 
pets’ personality. You would not photograph a 
turtle in the same way that you would photo-
graph a very active dog. It all depends on the 
natural environment for the pet, and whether 
you can capture the essence of the animal–this 
may require a great action photo outside in the 
park, at the beach or in the pool.

Winter is a wonderful time for pet photog-
raphy, if the animal is comfortable in a static 
position inside the house, you can use flash or 
the natural light from a window and make a 
nice set for your shot. If you photograph a big 
dog that is more comfortable outside, freshly 
fallen snow will make a beautiful environment 
and a great reflector for any kind of photo–use 
it to your advantage.

When I photographed Santol, the official 
dog of the Fairmont le Chateau Frontenac, I 
had to deal with a very calm animal. Santol was 
given to the hotel after his carrer as a Mira dog. 
Because he was getting old and needed a second 
career, he is now retired but I was happy to be 
able to take pictures of this beautiful dog. My 
first concept was to use a royal set for the photo.  
I had a magnificent animal, very calm, so I used 
three flash units - exactly as I would do for a por-
trait in a studio - the main light, a fill flash, and a 
kick light. Soft boxes and battery pack made the 
magic work.  Cookies were the secret to prompt 
Santol to open his eyes and even more cookies 
were his reward for a job well done.

At the other end of the pet photography 
spectrum, I did a photo shoot with my friend 
Dominic’s dog, Maya, and it was a different ball 

My 9-year-old son gives a 
high five to a big dog!
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My friend Dominic’s dog, Maya, is always 
ready to make amazing action images. I used 
a very fast shutter speed to stop the action.

game! Dominic’s dog likes to run and play until 
you just cannot run anymore! It was our job to 
catch the action without exhausting either the 
dog or the photographers. Play, water, rest and 
start again, there was no creative input for this 
assignment–the only way to photograph the 
dog was to take an action shot.

Like a wildlife photographer, I used a tele-
photo lens, raised the ISO, and used the sun at 
my back to get good lighting on the dog’s face. 
Dominic was throwing a tennis ball around 
and I lay down on the ground taking pictures, 
most of the time using one point of focus, a fast 
shutter speed and hoping for the best. I used 
manual pre-focus at an exact spot where the 
dog ran past each time Dominic threw the ball. 
Because it was a sunny day, I shot in manual 
exposure mode. Action photos are easy to pro-
duce, we had lots of fun and the dog was happy 
so it was a win-win situation for everybody. My 

Brigitte from AnimOphoto makes pet photography 
a living dream every day of the year. Visit her website  
at www.animophoto.ca
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friend Dominic is a great photographer but it is 
not always easy to photograph your own pet - so 
having help from a friend is a big plus, because 
throwing a frisbee, grabbing the camera, and 
focusing all at the same time is more magic 
than the average photographer can handle!

At the beginning of the article I suggested 
that great pet photography involves creativity–
so think outside of the box and use the animal’s 
paws, eyes, and other features to make great 
close up studies. Use their expressions and pos-
tures to make fun photos that will bring emo-
tion to the viewer. You can see a example of my 
9-year-old son giving a high five to a very big 
dogs paw. I used an aperture setting of f/2.8 to 
make sure the background was blurred to iso-
late the important element in the photo.

Sometimes the goal of pet photography 
is to create a memory that will preserve the 
relationship between the pet and the owner. 
Depending on the personality of the animal 
you can decide what kind of image will capture 
the bond between your subjects.

Pet photography is fun, but it could be a 
great adventure for a photographer. I recently 
met Brigitte, who owns a professional pet 

photography business, cool? You bet! She can 
take photographs in her studio, outside or at 
the home of the pet owner, and get great images 
of the animal with the family or on its own. 
See the little white dog, and remember the first 
word that came to your mind–let me guess? 
“Cute"–I thought so! Brigitte made a great photo 
of the dogs in a matching color environment. 
Great lighting and perfect technique makes for 
a wonderful image full of emotion.

Our pets don’t live very long, so be sure to 
include them in family photos, show them as 
they interact with your children and your kids 
will thank you for years to come for the great 
memories that these pictures evoke.

Now it is time to put down the magazine, 
grab your camera, and take the dog for a walk. 
Go wake up the cat or take the turtle out of his 
tank for a minute so you can create great images 
of your pet that will last forever!

Enjoy every minute of it!
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Get the owner in the picture 
to create a souvenir you will 
be proud of.

Santol, official dog of the Fairmont le Chateau Frontenac, 
studio style with flashes/soft boxes on location.

Michel Roy
Michel Roy, from Quebec 
City, is the owner of 
Digital Direct Photos & 
Videos, specializing in a 
full range of photography 
and video from corporate 
assignments to weddings. 
For a visual adventure, 
visit the website at  
www.digitaldirect.ca. 
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