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Night Photography

L

in Joshua Tree National Park

aid back mornings, intense evenings
is the best way the describe the night
photography workshop we attended at
Joshua Tree National Park. Four days to
explore, admire, learn about and photograph the remarkable vegetation in this
transition zone where the Mojave Desert meets the Colorado Desert. What a treat!
We drove 700 miles from northwest New Mexico
to participate in the Bradley Photographic Light and
Shape workshop last April, 2019. Traveling through
the Mojave desert on the way to Twentynine Palms
tends to turn pre-conceived images of California
upside down. No surfers on the ocean, no lush fruit
orchards. Instead, expansive views of desert habitat,
interrupted by occasional detours to photograph the
ephemeral blossoms of this arid landscape. It was our
good fortune to be there during a peak year for California wildflowers (Fig. 1).
The other ten participants came from Canada,
the East coast and California, where Jason Bradley is
based. Our gathering point was the 29 Palms Inn with
individual bungalows painted in desert colors, and
within walking distance of the Park’s visitor center.
Workshop routine was to meet at Jason’s, the
workshop leader, bungalow mid-morning to review
and edit images under the guidance of his two assistant instructors. More formal presentations occurred
before and after lunch on photographic techniques
as well as software processing to bring out the best
in images. Mid-afternoon brought a scurry to gather
gear and drive into the park. We practiced daylight
shooting of wildflowers along one of the developed
trails, then moved to another location for a boxed dinner and night photography.
Joshua Tree may be one of the greatest misnomers
of the plant world. Not trees at all, Yucca brevifolia is
in the Agave family. Granted, they are very big succulents, generally growing 20 to 40 feet tall. The name
comes from 1800s Mormon explorers who likened
the outstretched branches to the biblical figure Joshua, leading them along their journey. Native American residents used the flower buds and seeds as a food
source. The massive, football-size flower clusters (Fig.
2) are pollinated during night visits by the yucca moth.
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1. Mojave Yucca, Yucca schidigera, in blossom.

2. The author gages the size of a Yucca bevifolia
flower cluster
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3. Joshua Tree branch silhouette.

In 2019, Joshua Tree was the 11th most visited
national park, with nearly 3 million visitors. While
more than half of the park is designated wilderness,
we found the sections of the park where we photographed easy to access with paved roads, trails wellsigned, and tolerably decent restrooms at most parking areas. The Cholla Cactus Garden trail is a good
place to see many of the park’s fifteen cactus species.
Wise visitors take heed of warning signs about the
Teddybear or Jumping, Cholla Cylindropuntia bigelovii. During one workshop session, we had a lengthy
discussion on ways to survive a teddybear attack.
Our first evening excursion was to practice silhouettes and light painting. Even though Joshua Tree is
designated as a dark sky park, there was noticeable light
pollution from Palm Springs and towns beyond the
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park’s boundaries. Framing a Joshua Tree against the
sky and greatly underexposing this subject, produced
unique silhouettes with soft golden back light (Fig. 3).
For light painting, Jason used an LED flashlight to
evenly light an especially symmetrical specimen from
bottom to top, right side to left (Fig. 4). An uneven,
jerky painting effort would produce a lopsided image,
with some branches disappearing into the dark. While
actual shooting time was in seconds, it took many
attempts to obtain a satisfactory result. Furthermore,
coordination is required such that everyone opens
shutters at the same time; then headlamps or small
flashlights are used in between exposures for making
camera adjustments (Fig. 5). Thus, it would be nearly
midnight before we dragged back to our lodging. But
not to bed yet, batteries needed to be charged, images
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4. Example of light painting on Joshua Tree.

downloaded for morning reviews, gear cleaned and
made ready for the next day.
The Cap Rock Trail, named for the rock formation resembling (what else), a brimmed hat, was an
easy, well-groomed, nearly level path allowing quiet
meandering among the park’s namesake. This was the
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site of an evening’s shoot in which Kevin Osborn, one
of the workshop instructors, performed a bit of technological wizardry to recreate a Giant Sloth that may
have roamed the park a few thousand years ago.
He demonstrated a Pixelstick, a 6-foot long bar,
slim enough to wrap a hand around, with LED lights
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6. Pixelstick generated Giant Sloth.

5. Set-up for light painting.

7. Sundown in Joshua Tree National Park.
along it length. The lights are pre-programed and
manipulated via a small controller attached to the
2021 VOLUME 93 NUMBER 1

stick to flash in certain sequences and colors. While
our eyes saw intermittent light bursts in front of
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8. Long-exposure night scene, Joshua Tree National Park.
Kevin’s dark form walking slowly behind trees, our ground and not worry too much if something slithcamera sensors recorded the magical shape of the pre- ers by. A Hoodman Loop is handy for daytime shooting, a small magnifier in a tube that fits over the back
historic creature (Fig. 6).
Photography workshops can be intense. Be pre- screen of a camera to review images, which otherwise
pared to fully engage in exhausting but worthwhile are hard to see in bright sunlight.
All too often Joshua Trees are called bizarre, odd,
pursuit of treasured images from exotic places you
have never visited before. Enjoy the camaraderie of weird (Figs. 7 & 8). But stepping away from the other
other participants who likely have similar interests participants, it’s easy to feel a certain amount of comand love of the outdoors. Layer on clothes — it gets panionship with these Joshua Trees with their upright
cold when the sun goes down, and standing for an “arms.” Looking over our images from the workhour or two behind a tripod does not generate body shop triggers pleasant memories of this enchanting
warmth. Wear good hiking shoes, to handle uneven environment.
Numerous websites, as well as YouTube videos, provide instructions on night photography and guidance on camera gear. Good sources to start with are:
www.outdoorphotographer.com/tips-techniques/nature-landscapes/night-landscape-photography
and www.diyphotography.net/properly-shoot-landscape-night-photography.
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