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Would you like to start by telling readers a little about 

yourself - your education, early interests and career?

 Every Easter holiday during my childhood my parents would load 
up the camper van and drive the family from Worcestershire to 
the Scottish Highlands for a fortnight of hill walking, and one of my 
most abiding memories is of my father, camera in hand, fretting 
about the light - or lack of it. At the time I showed no inclination 
whatsoever to follow in his footsteps. Waiting around all day for 
something that might not happen? Not for me thank you! I was 
a keen violinist at school but I eventually graduated from the 
University of London with a degree in Hungarian. I was never 
brave enough to make use of it and taught swimming until 2014, 
latterly to adults of all abilities.  

How and when did you first become interested in 

photography? What kind of images did you initially set out to 

make?

 Like most people, I took endless snaps of my children as they 
were growing up, but in 2001 we moved, along with the children 
and the cat, to Florida, and that was where the journey began. 
Mention Florida and most people roll their eyes but if you know 
where to look the place is incredibly photogenic and crammed 
full of amazing wildlife. A couple of years before we moved back 
to the UK a family of green iguanas took up residence in one of 
our trees; I bought a Canon Powershot and became obsessed. I 
also began to visit the local nature reserves which were full of 
birds - this was where I realised how hard I would have to work to 
become a proficient photographer. When we moved back to the 
UK in 2007 I joined Cheltenham Camera Club and graduated to 
my first DSLR. Birds were definitely my first love and I still return 
to Florida for much of my avian photography as the birds are 
uncommonly tame.
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Jane Simmonds

I am a photographer based in Orkney. I 
have no formal training in either art or 
photography. I was awarded a Fellow-
ship by the Royal Photographic Society 
in 2012, have exhibited widely both in 
the UK and in Florida and have work 
hanging in homes around the world. I 
am happiest when out in nature.
nickigwynnjones.zenfolio.com

Nicki Gwynn-Jones

 I have a folder on my computer titled ‘Nicki Gwynn-Jones’ 

that has been there for 2 years at the time of writing. You 

could see that as a sign of procrastination (Nicki will get that 

one!) but the delay in interviewing Nicki comes down to two 

things. I first came across her images on social media: as well 

as her delightful high key bird photography she had started 

to play with the landscape….. At the time I wanted to see 

how this developed – and the next thing I know she’s upped 

and offed to Orkney, so I had to see how this developed too. 

A number of us have been enjoying the images that she’s 

shared on social media this year of Orkney’s wildflowers and 

wild waves, and I just happened to message her on the day 

that she was putting the finishing touches to a new website. 

Clearly, this interview was in the tea leaves….
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Who (photographers, artists or individuals) or what has most 

inspired you, or driven you forward in your own development 

as a photographer?

 My late aunt was a highly gifted artist and naturalist. I have often 
felt her on my shoulder, gently urging me to shine a light on the 
beauty of the natural world, something that she was unable to do 
because of a lifetime of mental illness.

 When I was starting out, Leigh Preston FRPS was an incredibly 
valuable mentor to me, as were Alfred and Fabiola Forns, 
both distinguished Miami based bird photographers. All three 
saw something in me very early on when I was so lacking in 
confidence, and all three encouraged me to follow my own voice.

 Arthur Morris rolled his eyes at me when I turned up at one of 
his workshops as a complete rookie, but then showed me what 
it took in terms of commitment and sheer hard work to be a 
successful bird photographer.

 The work of Chris Friel was a lightbulb moment for me and it 
certainly took my photography in a direction that I could never 
have imagined. Because of my interest in his work, I was lucky 
enough to spend time with both Doug Chinnery and Valda Bailey.

 I am constantly in awe of the work of many of the European 
photographers on the www.naturephotoblog.com site. I also 
love the images of Bastien Riu and Gil Gautier, and Guy Tal for his 
words as much as his images.

 ‘Lys’ by Sandra Bartocha and Werner Bollman, ‘White Nature’ by 
Vincent Munier, ‘Flower’ by Christopher Beane, Michael Kenna’s 
‘Japan’, JMW Turner, Rothko…so many artists…also Luis Barragan 
and Tricia Guild, as from them I have learned about colour and 
proportion. 

 All types of dance and music, but especially the work of Debussy 
for its quality of suggestion and mystery and that sense of 
something fleeting. Also the mystic minimalism of Arvo Part and 
John Tavener. Here I feel a purity of expression and a joyousness.

 No experience is wasted.

Sea Glass No 10



8 /  ON LANDSCAPE150

Featured Photographer | Nicki Gwynn-Jones

I was interested to read that even when you were 

photographing birds, you didn’t describe yourself as 

a nature photographer, but as a visual artist?

 I have never liked being put in a box, but I do think 
that I set out to be a nature photographer and it was a 
beginner’s luck happy accident with camera settings 
that set me on the high key path - this technique 
gives the images a lightness of touch which truly 
allows the ethereal beauty of my beloved shorebirds 
to shine through. However when it came to applying 
for my RPS Fellowship it was made clear that this 
style of photography would not pass muster in the 
nature section as it would be assumed that I had done 

too much post processing, so Visual Art it had to be. 
The reality is that I only do bird photography when I 
encounter a situation and a background that will not 
need much in the way of aftercare. I really enjoy working 
in panels too, depending on the story that I want to tell.

What was it that drew you to Orkney, and what have 

you learnt of it since moving there in 2016?

 Life in Cheltenham was good, but we craved a bit of 
adventure while we were still young enough…

 Our original plan was to move to the Isle of Harris, but it 
turned out that for various reasons this was not to be, so 
we cast around and found a beautiful new-build with a 

Ghosts of Summer No 9

sea view in Orkney. The people here are warm and kind 
and they earn their living mainly through farming, fishing, 
tourism and the off-shore industries. We have the most 
northerly cathedral in Britain and the islands have world 
famous Neolithic sites. We have 600 miles of coastline 
and masses of wildlife, and there are loads of great 
swimming spots. We can see the aurora on clear nights 
and we get weather - everything here is shaped by it; as 
I write this an easterly gale is howling, the sky and the 
sea are black as night and the rain is lashing down. There 
are no regrets. 

It may help readers to know a little about where the 

Orkney Islands are, and what they comprise?

 The Orkney archipelago comprises around 70 islands 
and skerries, 20 of which are permanently inhabited. 
It lies 10 miles off the northeast coast of Scotland on 
the 59th parallel, where the Atlantic Ocean meets the 
North Sea. The Vikings liked it a lot here and much 
of the culture and archaeology pays homage to their 
occupation.

How much time are you able to devote to 

photography and have you already found favourite 

places that you love to go back to? How special is 

the Orcadian light…?

 There are never enough hours in the day, but in high 
summer during the simmer dim, the perpetual twilight 
of the Northern Isles, I can be out until after 11pm. In 
winter though the sun sets just after 3pm. It is easy to 
be entranced by the sky here - endless panoramas of 
shape-shifting beauty - and on a fine day the light is clear 
and unpolluted; factor in the wind and the shadows race 
and ripple over the landscape, producing sharply defined 
and ever changing contrasts. A good storm brings huge 
waves and dramatic skies but sometimes the clouds 
descend to sea level and it seems as though we are 
engulfed by the weather…never a dull moment!
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 I do have favourite spots and I tend to be a bit obsessive about 
them…cliff top eyries that probably no-one else would be mad 
enough to consider and beds of uncomfortably prickly heather and 
boggy midgy fields come to mind…

Did it take you a while to find your feet photographically 

speaking after the move? To accustom yourself to the sights 

and rhythms of the islands, and to work out what you wanted 

to photograph and how?

 At first, I was convinced that I would never take a decent picture 
here; we don’t have the dramatic scenery of places like Harris or 
the Scottish Highlands and I couldn’t figure out how I was going 
to interpret my feelings about my new island home. I spent the 
first six months gazing at the sky, hoping for a bolt of inspiration I 
think…

 But when the winter storms arrived I remembered that part of 
my reason for coming to a place like Orkney was to experience 
the elements in all their fury and to make a connection to the land 
and sea through the forces that have helped to shape them. When 
photographing waves and seascapes I have offered up a silent 
prayer on more than one occasion, realising that I had hunkered 
down just a little too close to the action, but to feel that absolute 
power at such close quarters is thrilling, awe inspiring, necessary 
and, yes, frightening. 

 My flower images tap into Orkney’s rich folklore and tales of the 
faerie realm - it is not hard to believe in enchantment once you 
have experienced the sea haar, or summer fog, rolling towards the 
land as if pushed by unseen supernatural forces. I get down on the 
ground and shift focus millimetre by millimetre; I never really know 
what I am looking for, except that I will know it when I see it, that 
in-between space, the unseen landscape that holds its secrets 
close. Some days I return empty-handed - the faeries will not tell - 
but some days I am granted a glimpse into their world, a privilege 
that is only given to those who want to see.In the Dreamtime No 6
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We’ve talked about the symbiosis between walking 

and photography at On Landscape before, but for 

you, there’s a link between making images and 

breathing, and attuning your own energy to your 

environs in order to do so?

 To me this is key. I once heard a yoga teacher say that 
by attuning the rhythm of your breath to that of another 
you are more easily able to share an energetic space 
with them. And so it is with nature. As I wait for the shot 
that I want I focus on calm steady breathing which helps 
me to be still. As I press the shutter button I exhale 
slowly and steadily. I am both centred and completely 
focused, metaphorically and literally, and I feel as though 
I am sharing the same space as the subject. I need to 
work alone - otherwise, the spell is broken.

 The focus that breath work facilitates has also been 
an important factor in allowing me to hand hold heavy 
lenses, including the 500mm. Tripods…so restricting!

I previously saved a sentence from a profile you 

had on an art website - it’s one that I relate to in my 

own work. “Movement shows us how to be free and 

uninhibited, and it connects us to the rhythms of life 

that we all share.” I find it interesting that movement 

underpins our relationship with the land and with 

nature, yet so much photography strips movement 

out of an image.

 Yes, it does, and this is why I sometimes enjoy ICM 
and multiple exposure imagery, although I haven’t yet 
found much use for either in Orkney. For birds the use 
of slower shutter speeds can work well; when a tiny 
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sanderling runs down the beach like a cute wind-up toy or 
a flock of waders bursts suddenly into flight what you do 
not see is detail; in fact the opposite is true and the effect 
will often be of a blur of sound, colour and the energy of 
soaring spirits. To me, it is about capturing that essence 
rather than striving for ‘stop the action’ pin sharp detail at 
all cost.

 The sea is rarely still - movement is as natural to it as 
breathing is to us - and here in Orkney, the wind provides 
plenty of help in creating images with flow and energy.

Which cameras and lenses do you currently use? Do 

you find that you approach image making differently 

according to your choice?

 I have a much-loved Canon 5D Mk 3 and my most-
used lens is the Canon 100-400mm. Most of my flower 
photography is done with this lens although I sometimes 
use a Lensbaby.

 For my wave images, I either use the trusty 100-400mm 
with a 1.4x teleconverter or the 500mm for that truly 
immersive experience…

 Most of my bird photography has been done with the 
Canon 300 f2.8 lens.

 I think that I need to feel a physical closeness to 
whatever I am photographing…I have never been very 
good at the bigger picture…hence the choice of longer 
lenses…I think!

Would you like to choose 2-3 favourite photographs 

from your own portfolio and tell us a little about why 

you’ve chosen them?

 I have chosen three of my favourite high key birds 
images, ones that I return to time and time again. These 
images illustrate my point about capturing a sense of 
essence, personality and movement over pin sharp detail.

There Be Faeries No 11
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 ‘Dancer’ was taken in Florida and 
was taken looking straight into bright 
sunlight. This is one of my preferred 
ways of achieving a high key image…it 
also ensures that any nature photogra-
phers who happen to be standing 
anywhere near me assume that I have 
no idea what I am doing…



PLOVER IN SURF AT FIRST LIGHT

 ‘Plover in Surf at First Light’ was also taken in 

Florida, this time in the pre-dawn light, just before 
everything became suffused in the softest pink. 
This is my favourite time of day; I am alone on the 

beach with the birds and I marvel at their sweet-
ness and self-possession.



PALE FIRE

‘Pale Fire’ was taken at Slimbridge in Glouces-

tershire on a snowy winter’s day. It was bitterly 
cold and grey and as the warden began to throw 
grain onto the frozen ground the swans and ducks 

began to follow him as if in a dreamlike ballet 
sequence. The slow shutter speed helped to paint 
the picture that I saw.
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Tell me a little about your workflow and how much empha-

sis you place on post-processing?

 I use Adobe Bridge and Photoshop CS5. With the benefit of 
hindsight, I wish now that I had stuck with Elements…

 I shoot in raw and I use levels, curves, the dodge and burn 
tool, the crop tool and occasionally the clone tool. I do not use 
layers or masks, I do not combine images and I rarely sharpen 
anything. I would rather be outside than in front of a computer.

Is printing images important to you, and what for you 

makes a good print?

 Printing for me is really important. It is the final part of the pro-
cess, coaxing an image to life, finessing it until you are looking 
at a piece of art that draws you in for any number of reasons. 
It is definitely the hardest part of the process and requires real 
skill, and I am often very frustrated by it.

What’s the art scene like on Orkney, and will it allow you 

opportunities to exhibit your work in due course?

 We have a rich and varied arts scene here with an abundance 
of festivals, including classical music, jazz, folk and rock, sci-
ence, storytelling and nature. There are many artists working 
here, including a high proportion of jewellers who make beauti-
ful silverwork based on Viking-inspired designs. I am hoping to 
show some prints in a Christmas exhibition.
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Interview by
Michéla Griffith

Photographer Michéla Griffith looks 
to create individual images that show 
that the camera is a creative tool as 
much as a paintbrush, and is hopeful 
that she is making some progress 
as her images of water and light are 
often mistaken for paintings. She 
exhibits locally and is a member of the 
professional artists’ association Peak 
District Artisans

michelagriffith.com
Flickr, Facebook, Twitter

Discuss this article
Click here to view and discuss

Dave Moorhouse : Enjoyed your beautiful & artful images 
Nicki, a really great way to spend a dark Winters evening!

Featured Comments…

If you were told you couldn’t do anything photography 

related for a week, what would you end up doing? I know 

that open water swimming is a big part of your life.

 Swimming is indeed a huge part of my life, both in the pool 
with a club for my fitness and in open water for my sanity. 
I swim in the sea most days, all year round and without a 
wetsuit. We are so lucky here in that the water is usually crystal 
clear - on any given day I might swim with seals, the fulmars 
and gannets can be wheeling overhead, and I can be gliding 
over forests of beautiful brightly coloured seaweed. In winter 
when the water is bitingly cold and the wind chill sears my 
skin I feel elated and euphoric to be in this environment, truly 
in nature, and the rhythmic breathing that swimming requires 
brings me closer to a moving meditation than anything else that 
I know.

 So yes, I would be swimming!

What was the last image (by another) that stopped you in 

your tracks?

 I would be hard pressed to pick one, but the images in ‘Lys: An 
Intimate Journey to the North’ by Sandra Bartocha and Werner 
Bollman take my breath away every time. Whenever I look at 
this book I am so inspired and I vow to try harder.

Who do you think we should feature as our next photogra-

pher?

 Well, I would love to see either Sandra or Werner featured!

Thanks, Nicki. You can read our interview with Sandra Bartocha 
here. And if you’d like to see more of Nicki’s images her web-
site is at http://nickigwynnjones.zenfolio.com/


