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Technique

The concepT

F ive years ago, we embarked on the 

challenge of designing and building our 

own house, from where we could run 

our landscape photography workshops. Our 

house is very remote but has spectacular 

views across the hills of Galloway, in south-

west Scotland. We were looking at ways we 

could capture the vista and take advantage  

of the dramatic weather that so often heads 

our way from across the glen, and we wanted 

to create something more than a single 

image. We had seen projects where photos 

have been taken of the same scene at 

specified intervals but we wanted a slightly 

more flexible approach to our project. To that 

effect we set about taking every photo from 

the same location – a ‘zero footprint’ – but 

with the ability to shoot in any available 

direction, at any time of day or night and with 

a choice of lenses.

An additional benefit in adopting such an 

approach was the low carbon impact of the 

project. Having spent time building an eco 

house run on renewable energy, it was 

interesting to explore other ways we could 

reduce our carbon footprint. The name, ‘Zero 

Footprint’, and concept were perfect in 

providing a dual message to the portfolio.

Zero
FooTprinT 
photography

Having found their perfect vista,  
Ted Leeming and Morag Paterson  
hit upon the idea of creating a portfolio 
of images where each photo should 
be taken from the same fixed location. 
They reveal their innovative technique…
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F ixing the point on the patio 

just outside the house 

allowed us to step outside 

at a moment’s notice to capture 

the constantly changing light 

hitting some of the highest hills 

in southern Scotland. However,  

as time went on we realised that 

our decision carried with it  

a number of limitations. 

 

Principally, due to the proximity 

of the patio to the house and the 

hillside behind, the extent of the 

view was restricted to about 180° 

from south-east through to 

north-east. This meant the 

number of available views was 

significantly restricted compared 

with, for example, a possible 

location at the top of the hill. In 

addition, the area immediately in 

front of the shoot location was 

lawn and so there were no 

near-distance features. These 

limitations really forced us to 

think about how we approached 

each idea, focusing attention on 

composition and light to secure  

a strong image. In hindsight,  

if we had chosen a location with  

a greater emphasis on fore and 

mid-ground, we could have 

explored a significantly wider 

range of image styles in the 

shoot, but having commenced, 

we embraced the challenge. On 

the positive side we did have the 

spectacular setting and were 

fortunate in that, due to the 

altitude of the location, we could 

see a series of receding horizons 

across the glen, and the mosaic 

of woodlands that litter the valley 

could be used in a number of 

different ways. It was a matter of 

making creative use of weather, 

season and light, with many shots 

taken around midday rather than 

in the ‘golden hours’.  

Subdued winter skies provided an 

especially rich vein of potential, 

with late sunrises and early 

sunsets providing a useful 

low-light element to the scene.

choosing a viewpoinT

Tips for finding 
your own ‘zero 
footprint’ 
location 

» Look for a location with  
a wide variety of different 
subject matter.

» Consider the potential in 
the fore, mid and longer 
distance and how they relate 
to each other.

» As wide an arc of interest 
as possible will give the most 
variety.

» Try to find a location that 
is relatively easy to access 
and close to home so access 
is easy when the light is right.

above  These two images capture exactly the same view, demonstrating the dramatic effects of different light, season and weather contitions. 
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Ted and Morag’s gear
Equipment used included a Canon 
EOS 1DS MkIII with Canon 24mm, 
50mm, 180mm, 70-200mm 
and 17-40mm lenses, Lee ND 
graduated filters and a Gitzo 
tripod with ball head.

M ist and low cloud played 

a central part in many 

of the photos that form 

the first phase of our final image 

portfolio, creating a series of very 

subtle and atmospheric photos 

through the seasons. 

 

One of our best days was a shoot 

on a misty January afternoon 

when, for two hours, we were 

treated to a spectacular display of 

undulating mist under a slowly 

gathering sunset. Different trees 

in the foreground appeared and 

disappeared with alarming speed, 

so working quickly was essential. 

Keeping an eye on the rest of the 

view was vital, too, as we could be 

looking at three unique options. 

One minute the cloud would 

envelope us in an effective 

whiteout, and the next it felt as if 

we were in an aeroplane, soaring 

above the landscape. We took 

more than 250 pictures over the 

following two hours. We also 

began to feel the strain of the 

restricted composition, not being 

able to adjust the position to 

capture the exact elements we 

were looking for. Shots that 

seemed like obvious choices just 

weren’t working with the angle of 

take, and it turned out that the 

image above (top right) was the 

only keeper of the series. While 

other shots did capture the 

atmosphere of the day, we 

weren’t satisfied that the images 

were significantly balanced.

ideas to explore
When undertaking a shoot of 
this nature, there are several 
things you should consider to 
help ensure you end up with 
the best and most varied 
results possible…

»  Format: landscape, 
portrait, square, panoramic 
will each lend a different 
feel to an image

» Lens choice

» Time of day

» Season

» Weather conditions

»  Different photographic 
styles

»  Night-time photography

»  Colour temperature

»   Different angles of view 
– don’t forget to try 
shooting upwards

eMbracing The eleMenTs

above  By shooting at different times of the day, colour temperature could be used to create very different moods in the images. 
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an ongoing
projecT

A s we move forward, we 

have different areas we 

are looking to explore, 

including alternative lighting and 

night-time shoots. We have 

already shot a number of images 

in black & white; a trend to build 

on. The enormous sky will also 

have a greater role to play. Due 

to the distances involved,  

a longer telephoto lens (our limit 

is currently 200mm) will help 

capture individual elements in 

the landscape. We are also 

considering introducing 

foreground interest; a rotting 

tree trunk or turning the front 

lawn into a wildflower meadow 

are both possible. As a way of 

exploring camera technique and 

understanding the influence light 

has on the landscape, the project 

has been an experience that will 

inform and enhance all our future 

work. It could last a lifetime. n

The first public exhibition of ‘Zero Footprint’ will be launched at the Joe Cornish Gallery 

in North Allerton on 20 January 2012. For more details visit Ted Leeming's and Morag 

Paterson's website at www.leemingpaterson.com

ZERO FOOTPRINT ExHIbITION

A nother major ‘tool’ that 

we used to create mood 

during the project has 

been that of aspect ratio, which, 

together with careful framing, 

could be used to create very 

different effects. We used 

different formats and cropping  

to describe the same or similar 

elements of the landscape in 

different ways; as can be seen in 

the three examples to the right. 

We used a square format to focus 

on smaller elements within the 

view, and generally present  

a more intimate feel than, for 

example, can be achieved with 

the wide panoramas, which  

seek (though not exclusively)  

to capture the wider vista as  

a whole. That said, many of the 

panoramic images are still shot 

using a telephoto lens, such are 

the distances involved between 

the shooting venue, our house, 

and the subject. 

experiMenTing wiTh ForMaT


