


The firefly can be photographed 

mid-flight in focus because of 

the slowness of his flight, and 

the predictable pattern he 

makes. I have taken photos of 

fireflies in flight every year since 

2006.  I started with a modest 4 

megapixel point and shoot 

camera.   Even cheap cameras 

can accomplish this trick, if they 

can be set to all-manual control, 

especially a manual focus.

Firefly 2012-06-03 Canon G12



I take the photos like a sport, for 
the physical challenge. I look at 
the photos like art. Sometimes at 
the peak of the season I can get 
over 200 shots in a night.  I 
practice like I am shooting jump 
shots or hitting golf balls. There is 
a lot of repetition and a lot of 
misses, but there is the occasional 
great shot. The technique is not 
easy but gets doable with 
practice. The firefly is a half inch 
long, it is getting dark, and he is 
flying. What I am looking for is a 
technically successful photo - in 
focus, fully contained in the 
frame, good exposure ςwith a 
lucky coincidence of a healthy 
animal at the peak of his life in a 
good pose.

Firefly 2014-06-27 Canon G15



I like to think I am a generalist, 

but this is a highly specific 

activity, about as niche as you 

can get. As far as I know, I only 

photograph one species, the 

common eastern firefly in the 

U.S., Photinus pyralis(Fo-tinus 

pire-a-lis), native over half of 

the country with a range from 

Florida into Canada, and from 

the East coast almost to the 

Rocky Mountains.

Firefly 2021-06-09 Fuji XT2

The 3 dots in his eye are my 3 flashes. I 
usually do no post-processing other than 
cropping.



Photinus pyralishas characteristics 

which permit it to be photographed. 

ω IǳƎŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳŜ ƻǳǘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƛǘ 

is still daylight.

ω ! ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƭŜ ǎƛȄ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŦƭƛƎƘǘ 

pattern.

ω ! ǇŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

glow. The glow is the signal he is about 

to pause. 

When ordinary people began to be able 

to afford digital cameras, about the year 

2000, there was an explosion of bug 

photos, because small cameras with 

small lenses can take good macros. Not 

only can they focus very close to the 

lens, but they have a good depth of 

field. And there is no cost of film, or 

delay in processing. You can repeatedly 

practice a difficult technique with 

instant feedback. Firefly 2020-06-29 Fuji XT2



In June 2006 I had been out taking pictures -

flowers, trees, plants mostly ςwhen it started 

getting dark. I sat down and began watching 

the fireflies.  There was still plenty of daylight 

so I could see them between flashes.  I noticed 

that they were actually flying rather slowly.  I 

wondered if the autofocus on the camera 

would pick them up in flight.  The answer is no.  

But I was able to get the camera up close to 

them.  I set a manual focus very close to the 

lens and tried to hold the camera the correct 

distance away.  I got a couple of really bad, 

exciting pictures of fireflies in flight. Pretty soon 

I realized I had to stop watching the camera 

screen and visually memorize the focus 

distance. I hold the camera out to my side and 

do not look at the screen, but look at the barrel 

of the lens and the flying insect, judging the  

distance between them, and pointing by feel. 

That is why you need a lot of practice attempts.

Firefly 2006-06-23 Canon A80

First successful photo. I can see this is pretty good focus, I just need 
to tone down the flash a lot.



My first digital camera was a Canon A80, a 

point and shoot, fixed lens, 4 megapixel.  

Point and shoots have automatic controls, 

but the canon also had a manual mode.   

They have very small lenses.  They can 

focus on objects very close to the lens. I 

set the manual focus to 2 inches.

This 2006 image was in use on the Wikipedia 
Photinus pyralispage as of summer 2021.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Photinus_pyralis

Firefly 2006-07-09
Canon A80

The lighting conditions are always 

similar. The flash is providing nearly all 

the light.  All camera settings are set to 

manual so there is no shutter lag. Set 

White Balance to get a natural look 

with flash. Do not set it to Auto 

(current setting is 3800K).  My early 

pictures were often too yellow.

Firefly 2006-07-25 Canon A80


