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When dusk falls across
the British countryside,
a spectacular and often
overlooked world
awakens. While
butterflies have long
captured the public

imagination, their
nocturnal cousins —
moths — offer an

equally dazzling array
of colours, patterns,
and behaviours. For
nature enthusiasts,
photographers, and
amateur naturalists
alike, pictures of

British moths reveal
an astonishing
diversity that rivals any
wildlife subject. The
United Kingdom is
home to approximately
2,500 species of moth,
ranging from the tiny
and easily overlooked
to the large and
dramatically patterned.
Capturing these
creatures in
photographs not only
provides aesthetic
pleasure but also
contributes to scientific
understanding and
conservation  efforts.
Whether you are a
seasoned wildlife
photographer or a
curious beginner,
exploring the world of
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British moths through
photography opens a
door to a hidden realm
of beauty and
ecological significance.

WHY
PHOTOGRAPHING
BRITISH MOTHS
MATTERS

Moth photography is
far more than a niche
hobby. In recent
decades, many British
moth species have
experienced significant
population declines
due to habitat loss,
light pollution, climate

change, and
agricultural
intensification.  High-

quality pictures of
British moths serve
multiple important
purposes. They help

about the ecological
roles moths play as
pollinators and as a
food source for birds,
bats, and other wildlife.
Furthermore,
photographs submitted
to online databases
and recording schemes
provide valuable data
for researchers. Each
image can document a
species' presence in a
particular location and
time, contributing to a
growing body of citizen
science data that
informs conservation
strategies. Simply put,
every well-taken
photograph of a British
moth has the potential
to make a meaningful
contribution to our
understanding of the
natural world.
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begin looking at
pictures of British
moths, they are often
surprised by the sheer
variety of colours and
forms. Some species
rival tropical butterflies
in their vividness. Here
are several particularly
photogenic species
that frequently appear
in the portfolios of
British moth
photographers.

The
Elephant

Hawkmot
h

One of the most
beloved species, the
Elephant Hawkmoth
(Deilephila elpenor) is
a true showstopper. Its
wings are a striking
combination of pink
and olive green, and its

body is robust and
furry. Photographing
this moth at rest
reveals a creature that
seems almost
fantastical in its
colouration. It is
relatively common
across much of Britain
and is often attracted
to light traps, making it
a favourite subject for
both beginners and
experienced
photographers.

The
Garden
Tiger
Moth

The Garden Tiger Moth
(Arctia caja) is another
visually spectacular
species. Its forewings
display a complex
pattern of brown and
white streaks, while its



hindwings are a
brilliant orange with
dark blue-black spots.
This striking contrast
makes for dramatic
photographs. However,
its numbers have
declined sharply in
recent decades, so
recording any sighting
with a photograph is
particularly valuable
for conservation
monitoring.

The
Poplar

Hawkmot
h

For those who
appreciate subtle
elegance, the Poplar
Hawkmoth (Laothoe
populi) is an excellent
subject. Its wings are
soft shades of grey and
brown, and it has a

distinctive resting
posture with the
hindwings pushed
slightly forward.
Photographing this
species often requires
attention to fine detail,
as its camouflage is
remarkably  effective
against tree bark.

The
Emperor
Moth

The Emperor Moth
(Saturnia pavonia) is
Britain's only resident
member of the
Saturniidae family,
which includes some of
the world's largest and
most beautiful moths.
Males are particularly
striking, with orange
hindwings and large,
feathery antennae
used to detect females
by scent. Photographs
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LOOAEIONS FORften
highlight these

antennae, which are a
marvel of natural
engineering.

The
Cinnabar
Moth

Although more often
seen during the day
than many moths, the
Cinnabar (Tyria
jacobaeae) is
unmistakable. Its black
wings are adorned with
two bright red spots,
warning predators of
its toxicity.
Photographs of this
species often feature it
resting on its food
plant, ragwort, creating
a composition of vivid
colours.

BEST TIMES AND

MOTH
PHOTOGRAPHY

To capture stunning
pictures of British
moths, timing and
location are
everything. Moths are
most active during the
warmer months, with
the peak season
generally running from
May through
September. However,
some species emerge
earlier in spring or
persist into autumn, so
there is always
something to
photograph for those
willing to venture out.

Time of
Night

Different moth species
are active at different
times. Many are most
active in the first few
hours after dusk, while



others prefer the
deeper hours of the
night. Setting up a
photographic session
from around 10 pm
until midnight often
yields the best results,
though early morning,
just before dawn, can
also be productive.
Some species,
particularly
hawkmoths, are
crepuscular and are
best photographed
during the twilight
periods.

Habitat
Considera
tions

Different habitats
support different moth
communities.

Woodlands are
excellent for species
that feed on tree
leaves, while

grasslands,

heathlands, wetlands,
and urban gardens
each host their own
unique assemblages.
For the widest variety,
a location that offers a
mix of habitats is ideal.
Nature reserves,
ancient woodlands,
and unimproved
meadows are
particularly good
choices. Urban gardens
can also be surprisingly
rich in moth species,
especially if they
contain native plants
and are managed
without pesticides.
Many photographers
successfully capture
impressive pictures of
British moths in their
own back gardens,
which has the added
advantage of
convenience.
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Weather

Condition

S

Moths are ectothermic,
meaning their activity
levels depend on
ambient temperature.
Warm, still, and
overcast nights are
ideal. Moths are less
likely to fly in cold,

windy, or rainy
conditions. A
temperature above
12°C is generally

considered the
minimum for good
moth activity, with
15°C or higher being
much better. Humidity
also plays a role;
moths tend to be more
active on humid nights.
Checking the weather
forecast and choosing
a suitable night can
make the difference
between a

disappointing session
and a highly productive
one.

EQUIPMENT AND
TECHNIQUES FOR
MOTH
PHOTOGRAPHY

Capturing high-quality
pictures of British
moths does not
necessarily require
expensive equipment,
but having the right
tools and techniques
certainly helps. The
key is to approach the
subject with patience,
respect, and a
willingness to learn.

Camera
and Lens
Choices

A digital single-lens
reflex (DSLR) or
mirrorless camera with
a macro lens is the



ideal combination for
moth photography. A
macro lens allows you
to fill the frame with
even small species
while maintaining
sharp detail. A focal
length in the range of
90mm to 105mm is
popular because it
provides a comfortable
working distance. For
those on a budget,
extension tubes or
close-up filters can be
used with standard
lenses, though image
quality may not match
that of a dedicated
macro lens. For
photographers who
prefer a more portable
setup, many modern
compact cameras and
smartphones with
macro modes can
produce surprisingly
good results, especially
with good lighting and
steady hands.

Lighting
Techniqu
es

Lighting is arguably the
most critical element in
moth photography.
Many photographers
use a flash diffuser to
create soft, even light
that reveals the fine
textures and colours of
moth wings and
bodies. On-camera
flash can be harsh, so
a diffuser or off-camera
flash setup is
recommended. Some
photographers prefer
to use natural light,
such as early morning
sunlight, for a more

natural look. When
photographing moths
that have been

attracted to a light
trap, it is often best to
move them to a natural
surface and
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photograph them
there, using a
combination of
ambient light and
flash. Always avoid
shining bright lights
directly at a moth's
eyes for extended
periods, as this can
cause stress or
disorientation.

Compositi
on and
Backgrou
nd

A well-composed
photograph can
elevate a simple record
shot to a work of art.
Consider the
background carefully.
A cluttered or
distracting background
detracts from the
subject. Using a wide
aperture (low f-

number) creates a
shallow depth of field,
blurring the
background and
making the moth stand
out. Positioning the
moth on a natural
surface, such as a leaf,
twig, or flower, often
produces more
aesthetically pleasing
images than using
artificial surfaces.
Patience is key.
Waiting for the moth to
adopt a natural
posture, with its wings
properly positioned,
can result in @ much
more compelling
photograph.

Ethical
Considera
tions

Responsible moth
photography respects
the welfare of the



subject. Never handle
moths roughly. If you
need to move a moth,
do so gently using a
soft brush or by
allowing it to crawl
onto your finger. Avoid
using chemical
attractants that could
harm the moth. After
photography, release
the moth in a safe
location, ideally in
vegetation where it
can find shelter. The
goal is to capture
beauty without causing
harm. Ethical
photographers always
prioritise the well-being
of the moth over the
perfect shot.

IDENTIFYING
MOTHS FROM
PHOTOGRAPHS

One of the most
rewarding aspects of
studying pictures of
British moths is the
process of
identification. With so

10

many species, accurate
identification can be
challenging, but
several resources can
help. Field guides, both
printed and digital, are
essential. The "Field
Guide to the Moths of
Great Britain and
Ireland" by Waring,
Townsend, and
Lewington is widely
regarded as the
standard reference.
Online resources are
also invaluable.
Websites such as
UKMoths, iRecord, and
the Butterfly
Conservation website
provide extensive
galleries and
identification tools.
Social media groups
dedicated to British
moth identification
offer a community of
experts who can help
with tricky
identifications.  When
photographing moths
for identification
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purposes, try to
capture multiple
angles, including dorsal
(top-down) and lateral
(side) views, as well as
details of the wing
patterns and body
markings. The date
and location of the
sighting are also
crucial clues, as many
species have specific

flight  periods and
habitat preferences.
CONSERVATION
AND CITIZEN
SCIENCE

Every photograph of a
British moth can
contribute to
conservation. Citizen

science projects, such
as the Garden Moth
Scheme and the
National Moth
Recording Scheme,
rely on public
submissions of
sightings and
photographs. By
submitting your

11

pictures of British
moths to these
schemes, you help
scientists track
population trends,
monitor range shifts
due to climate change,
and identify priority
areas for conservation.
Many conservation
organisations actively
seek high-quality
photographs for use in
educational materials,
publications, and
awareness campaigns.
Your images can help
others appreciate the
beauty and importance
of moths, fostering a
broader culture of
conservation.
Additionally,
photographing moths
in your local area can
help document species
that may be under-
recorded, providing
valuable data for local
biodiversity action
plans.
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Light
Pollution

and
Moths

A significant threat to
British moths is light
pollution. Artificial
lights disrupt moth
behaviour, interfering
with navigation,
feeding, and
reproduction.

Photographers who use
light traps or other
attractants should do
so responsibly, using
the minimum light
necessary and limiting
the duration of
attraction. Consider
using moth traps only
on nights when you will
be present to
photograph and
release the moths
promptly. By being

mindful of light
pollution,
photographers can

enjoy their hobby while
minimising its impact
on moth populations.
Some photographers
choose to photograph
moths that come to
windows or porch
lights, which reduces
the need for additional
artificial attraction.

RESOURCES FOR
MOTH
ENTHUSIASTS

For those inspired to
delve deeper into the
world of British moths,
numerous

organisations
resources are
available. Butterfly
Conservation is the
leading charity
dedicated to protecting
moths and butterflies
in the UK. Their
website offers
identification  quides,
recording forms, and

and
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information about local
events and moth
nights. UKMoths is an
excellent online
resource with detailed
species accounts and

high-quality images.
The British
Entomological and

Natural History Society
provides support for
those interested in all
aspects of insect study,
including moth
photography. Local
wildlife trusts and
natural history
societies often
organise moth-trapping
events, which are
fantastic opportunities
to see a wide variety of
species and learn from
experienced recorders.
Many of these events
welcome

photographers, and the
collective pool of
knowledge can greatly
accelerate your
learning curve.
Additionally, numerous
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books and online
courses cover macro
photography
techniques specific to
moths, helping you
improve your technical
skills. Joining online
forums and social
media groups
dedicated to British
moth photography can
provide inspiration,
feedback, and a sense
of community.

CONCLUSION: A
WORLD WORTH
CAPTURING

Exploring the world of
British moths through
photography is a
deeply rewarding
pursuit. It combines
the thrill of discovery
with the satisfaction of
creating beautiful
images and the
knowledge that you are
contributing to
something larger than
yourself. Each species
has its own story, its
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own unique ecology, the intricate web of
and its own place in life. By learning to see
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