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The following is based on an interview with the artist on August 21, 2003.

Robert Mumford (born 1935), who grew up in Westfield, New Jersey, is a nature photographer of note.
His father, an attorney who enjoyed bird watching, fishing, and gardening, introduced him to nature on trips
to local parks and the hills of Hunterdon in western New Jersey. When he was eight or nine years old,
Mumford received an inexpensive camera for Christmas and began taking pictures of nature, but he did not
become a professional photographer until midlife.

After a successful career as a naval officer, Mumford spent another 20 years as an organizational
consultant but found that photography, his avocation, had become a passion. An active birder with a life list
over 750, he also found that he preferred the natural world to other subjects. He has been concerned about
the environment and its protection for most of his life, spending countless hours out-of-doors, seeking
photographic subjects in completely natural settings and eschewing captive animals or electronic image
manipulation.

Some nature photographers specialize in just one aspect, such as wildflowers or landscapes or animals,
but Mumford works a broad spectrum. When asked about the difference between a painter and a photogra-
pher, he said that an artist painting a faithful rendition of a landscape en plein air is much like a
photographer making a picture. Both have to find the scene and discover the perspective from which to
make the most captivating image. In stark contrast, a studio painter can create any image his or her mind can
conceive, adding or deleting elements as deemed appropriate. A photographer can do the same with a
computer and graphics software, but the photographer in the field must use what is there.

An avid traveler, Mumford has worked in many states, in much of Canada, and in several other
countries. He said that photography gives him a reason to travel and a focus while away. Much of his recent
work has been in the Arctic and sub-Arctic. He seeks to capture the beauty of animals, birds, and wildflowers
that can survive the extreme cold and has amassed a large portfolio of polar bear images. One of these
powerful animals put its paws right on the driver’s side window of his rental car. Mumford said that it was so
exciting he forgot to be scared!

When photographing static scenes and wildflowers, Mumford says he often experiences a mental state
in which he “sees” compositions or perhaps they find him. He describes it as seeing a pattern, design, or
vignette. But this mental state, which he cannot further explain, usually goes away after an hour or two. He
said, “Inspiration dies and | may as well go have lunch. It’s gone, and | can’t see it anymore.” Most of his best
close-up work is made when he is in this state.

Photographing animals is quite different from photographing landscapes according to Mumford. One
has to find the animal or animals, make an approach, hope it or they do not run away, and wait until
something dramatic or unusual occurs. Sometimes it can take as many as 130 frames of an animal to get a
winning picture, although Yawning Hare, a winner in the National Wildlife Magazine’s 2003 contest, was
only the 10th shot of that hare. One of his central tenets is to shoot immediately when he sees something
because it will not be the same if he returns at a more convenient time. The aspen image on the cover is a
good example. He was photographing in Yellowstone Park and was driving along Blacktail Plateau Drive
when he saw that scene. He leaped from his car and quickly climbed a hill for the right angle. He was
intrigued with the way the clouds looked like a halo around the aspen grove but had time for only two shots
before those clouds moved on.

Mumford has exhibited at four natural wildlife refuges in the mid-Atlantic region and has had three
exhibits at the Audubon Naturalist Society headquarters. His images have been published in many natural-
history-oriented magazines, such as the Smithsonian’s Zoogoer, Ranger Rick, and Birder’s World. He says
that any photographer who wants high-quality nature work has to be willing to sacrifice sleep and comfort
and tolerate bugs, heat, and bitter cold. On one shoot, he was so focused on his photography that he suffered
frostbitten toes. That level of dedication shows in his work, and viewers get to enjoy his natural images in
the comfort of their homes.
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