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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.





Foreword


Some people say you need to master Manual mode to be a proper photographer. Some say you must shoot in RAW to be taken seriously. Some say you need a big camera to take great photos or you’re just messing around. Me? I say nonsense to all of that, and in this book I’ll show you why.


These 100 photographs all have one thing in common: They’re all JPEGs taken straight out of the camera. Not a single one was modified or manipulated with a computer or mobile app. All were also taken with compact mirrorless cameras, although every single tip and technique can equally be applied to DSLRs, not to mention many point-and-shoot cameras and camera phones, too.


My philosophy is that great photos can be created in camera at the point of capture. Composing in Live View or reviewing images straight after taking them allows you to check your results and correct your technique in the field; there’s literally no excuse for getting it wrong. If it doesn’t look right, don’t walk away thinking you’ll simply fix it in post-processing. Stick around and try again with a different approach—maybe an alternative angle, adjusting the settings, or waiting to see if the light improves.


If you’re determined to achieve the desired result in camera, you’ll hone your technique, perfect your art, and save a lot of time. For the majority of the images here, I was sufficiently happy with the result that I copied them from my camera to my phone over Wi-Fi and shared them socially moments after taking them. There’s a simplicity and honesty to completing the job on location that really appeals to me.


Don’t get me wrong, I know some styles of photography demand post-processing and I equally understand some photographers simply enjoy the process, but more can be achieved in camera than many people realize. Some of it is down to simple technique and careful composition, or the use of physical filters. Equally, though, it’s about embracing the latest technologies inside your camera and getting to know your camera’s picture styles and effects.


Most cameras offer a selection of presets that can boost the color and contrast for a vibrant result, mute them for a vintage style, or dispense with color altogether for a black-and-white image. Indeed, in-camera black-and-white conversions have come a long way with digital filter and toning simulations. Try them out! You may be surprised how good they are and don’t forget you can tweak them, too. As I’ve discovered, they can deliver the results I desire without external modification.


[image: Illustration]


For me, it’s also about mastering a handful of techniques and approaches you can apply to different situations—like tried-and-trusted recipes when you’re faced with certain ingredients. If it’s overcast or gloomy, I generally shoot in black and white. If the sky is featureless, I make it disappear altogether by overexposing. If there’s water—be it a canal, river, waterfall, the sea, or even just a puddle—always look for a reflection. For an ethereal look, consider blurring the surface with a long exposure.


If a location or the weather lacks inspiration during the daytime, revisit it at night when the lights and a dark sky can bring it to life. You don’t need to always use the same techniques in a given situation, but having a bunch of reliable approaches at your disposal lets you hit the ground running. Most modern cameras allow you to process RAW files during playback too, facilitating your ability to try out different styles and effects after the event, but still without touching a computer or mobile app.


Each image in this book is presented as a standalone story. I’ve described the where and why, as well as the techniques behind each composition. My favorite photography books are full of images I want to try for myself, and I really hope you’ll find some here that inspire you to experiment with something new. I’d love to hear what you think, so please connect with me on Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, or YouTube, and don’t forget to check out my reviews at cameralabs.com!


Gordon Laing / @cameralabs





The abstract roof


This is the zigzagged roof of Glasgow’s Riverside Museum, designed by Zaha Hadid Architects and opened in 2011. I visited it as one of the locations of a Euro Photowalk organized by Athena Carey, John Dunne, and Andy Bitterer. (Follow them on social media for great inspiration!)


EXIF Data
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I’m fond of abstract shapes, be they natural or manmade. I particularly like shooting them at an angle where it’s not always clear what you’re looking at or their scale. Long-exposure photography is also a great technique to apply here when there’s visible water or clouds, as their blurring can further enhance the ethereal effect of your image.


When we arrived at the Riverside Museum it was drizzling and gray, but that’s not unusual for this part of the world and shouldn’t prevent you from taking photos.


It may, however, influence your position. I took shelter under the canopy of a ship entrance opposite and began to set up my composition assuming I’d either wait for a window in the weather or adjust my position to avoid the roof directly overhead.


As I tried to work out what to do about the mostly white expanse of sky in the top part of the frame, I realized the sheltering roof could actually become a handy part of the composition. Not just to shelter the camera from the rain and fill the blank space, but also to provide some tension in the image with its sharp angle. So I adjusted the camera’s position allowing the canopy to jut prominently into view.


As for the remaining sky, I combined a Neutral Density (ND) filter, small aperture, and a low ISO sensitivity to force a fairly long exposure (for daytime anyway) of 14 seconds. This allowed the dark clouds to scoot in front of the overcast sky and lend a little motion to the strip between the buildings.
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Here’s my Fujifilm X-T1 fitted with the Lee Seven5 filter holder and Big Stopper Neutral Density filter. This is my go-to kit for long exposures.


TIP When the conditions are dull and overcast, I turn to black-and-white photography for a moody effect. Most modern cameras offer great-looking black-and-white modes, many with additional filter effects. Where available, I choose red filter effects to darken any blue in the sky, and if the mode hasn’t already, I further boost the contrast for maximum drama. Black-and-white modes also work well with long exposures, allowing you to ignore the colorcasts of some ND filters.
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The aircraft view


Aerial imagery can look spectacular and most of us have seen some lovely views from aircraft windows. They’re easy to capture if you follow a few simple rules for photographing through windows, with a couple of extra considerations for the aircraft.


EXIF Data
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I’ve gone into detail about shooting through windows elsewhere in this book (see The East River and The city’s veins respectively), and the same basics apply here. Most importantly, minimize reflections by pressing your camera against the window, taking care not to scratch the front of your lens. If you angle the camera for the best composition, be sure to plug any gaps with your hands or an item of clothing. You can do this effectively if you’re careful to make a clean join without the “shield” protruding into your view.


Aircraft windows add some extra challenges. First, they’re often dirtier and the gap between the two materials means marks on the outside surface could appear in your photo. The trick is to shoot with larger apertures (smaller ƒ/numbers) to minimize the depth of field and hopefully render any marks way out of focus. If the window is irretrievably dirty and you can’t move the camera to avoid the marks, I’ve often gone on the hunt for a cleaner one on a spare row elsewhere in the aircraft.


The edges of the window can sometimes creep into the frame and spoil the illusion of an exterior view, although you can of course embrace this framing if desired, especially with an ultra-wide lens. While I prefer to make the window look invisible, I do like to include part of the plane if possible, such as the wing seen opposite; it’s even better if the plane mirrors some part of the landscape.


The materials and construction of aircraft windows can greatly reduce the contrast of a scene, so I often boost the contrast in camera to compensate. You may also like to underexpose a little and fix the white balance, perhaps set it to Daylight if the Auto setting is suffering from a cast. Oh, and be sure to follow all instructions from the cabin crew. If they ask you to turn off your camera, just enjoy the view with your eyes.


TIP If you know a particular route will yield good views—such as West Coast USA to Las Vegas as seen here—see if you can book yourself onto a window seat, but be careful to ensure it’s not directly above the wing or your view will be blocked. The seats in front of the wing may seem best as they avoid the heat shimmers from the engines, but I often prefer those behind because they give you the chance to include the wing itself in the composition if desired.
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The arch


I often find myself shooting in the middle of the day under a dull, overcast sky. The absence of much color or shadows can be off putting to many photographers, but there are techniques that make the most of these conditions.
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If the sky is a vast expanse of white, I always try and find something to fill it, such as an overhanging tree branch (see the foggy church image) or, in this case, the arch of New York’s Washington Square Park. If there’s nothing suitable, I’ll opt for a high-key approach, deliberately overexposing the sky and everything around the subject (see The high key).


If there’s not much color, I’ll often dispense with it altogether, shooting in black and white using one of the camera’s monochrome modes. Here, I used the Monochrome Film Simulation of the Fujifilm X-T1 with the digital red filter for higher contrast.


For the composition, I tried several approaches including some with the whole arch and the sky above it. In others, I used it to occupy the top of the frame and blot out as much of the featureless sky as possible. Given the conditions, I inevitably preferred the latter approach, particularly with a very wide lens from up close. I used the Fujinon XF 10–24mm zoom here at 10mm for a 15mm equivalent field of view. I closed the aperture to ƒ/10 for a large depth of field to ensure the closest and farthest details were all in focus.


I angled up for deliberate converging lines and adjusted my distance back and forth to frame the buildings in the background and the posts in the foreground. The X-T1 captures images in a wider (or taller) 3:2 shape than what we’re presenting here; for this book, I cropped the image to 4:3 to best feature the photo. This cut off the posts at the bottom of the frame, but if I originally shot in 4:3 I’d have adjusted my position to include them.


As always, getting the geometry squared away is critical to a shot like this, especially if you’re not wrangling it on your computer later. Position yourself directly in the middle and use any onscreen guides to line up as many sections as possible.


TIP It’s a useful exercise in perspective to compare the effect of zooming a lens or adjusting your position back and forth—aka “zooming” with your feet! In this example, it’s possible to use both to keep the arch the same size while adjusting the relative scale of the buildings in the distance. It’s surprising how much impact even small adjustments in distance and focal length can make, so experiment until you see the balance you like.
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The autumnal veil


When I see autumnal leaves, I want to capture maximum color! One of the best ways of achieving this is to shoot the leaves while they are backlit by a bright light, and what better light than the setting sun? It naturally adds a warm, yellow glow to your photographs.


EXIF Data
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I took this during a brief stop at the lovely Nyman’s Gardens, a National Trust property in Sussex, located in southern England. It was an unscheduled visit made toward the end of a long drive back from the North of England. It’s normally dark by the time I pass the exit, but that day I had made good time. A quick detour later and I was surrounded by colorful foliage.


I’m fond of photographing leaves at every distance, whether capturing their intricate veins in a macro environment or their swathes of color in a distant landscape… and pretty much everything in-between! I started up close on these specimens, examining their structure with the sun providing illumination from behind. This yielded some nice images, but it was as I moved on that I noticed the branches full of leaves hanging like a natural veil.


I shot with a Fujifilm X-T10 fitted with an XF 16mm ƒ/1.4 lens and closed the aperture down to ƒ/16 to achieve the spiked effect (see the Tip). To intensify the leaves, I chose the Velvia Film Simulation, which nicely saturates the colors without producing an over-the-top effect. The camera metered an exposure in Aperture Priority, which yielded an image that was a little too bright. To ensure deep blacks, I dialed in -2/3 EV of exposure compensation.


The spike effect on the sun works best with well-defined point sources of light, but here, the sun was a little fuzzy and not yielding sharp spikes when viewed directly. The trick for better definition was to allow only a tiny portion of its disc to peek through the leaves. As the branches and I swayed a little from side to side, the spikes would grow and shrink back again, so it was simply a case of waiting for the ideal moment. In stronger wind you could exploit a continuous burst to capture a sequence and choose the best-looking result.


TIP Closing the aperture in a lens not only reduces the amount of light passing through and increases the depth of field, but it can also cause bright point sources of light to grow spikes. This is an optical effect of diffraction as the aperture opening becomes very small. Depending on their optical design, some lenses produce better-looking spikes than others, but I’d recommend trying ƒ/11 or ƒ/16. I’d avoid the minimum aperture though, such as ƒ/22, as another impact of diffraction is a softer-looking image. The key is finding a balance between the spikes you want without compromising the overall quality.
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The back street


This is a back street in Kaysersberg, a small town in the Alsace region of France. It’s one of a group of well-preserved medieval towns and villages in the area with their distinctive painted half-timber houses. While it’s hard to resist taking photos of the River Weiss from a 16th-century fortified bridge in the middle of town, I was drawn to one of the quieter streets nearby.


EXIF Data


[image: Illustration] Fujifilm X-Pro2


[image: Illustration] Fujinon XF 56mm ƒ/1.2


[image: Illustration] 56mm (84mm equivalent)


[image: Illustration] ƒ/11


[image: Illustration] 1/60 second


[image: Illustration] 0 EV


[image: Illustration] ISO 400


[image: Illustration] Classic Chrome


When faced with a row of buildings like this, I always prefer to shoot with a short telephoto lens for a number of reasons. First, I prefer the perspective. If you shot this with a wider lens, the nearest building would be dominant in the frame, while those at the end would be tiny. Shooting with a telephoto keeps the relative sizes of the buildings closer, allowing you to enjoy the details on all of them.


Second, it lets you minimize the amount of sky and road in the corners, which with a wide lens would have been large, featureless areas in the frame. Third, it gives you more control over what’s in the frame and what’s excluded. With a wide lens, I’d have found it hard to eliminate the parked cars on the road. With a telephoto, I could more easily crop them out of the composition when framing.


I fitted the Fujifilm X-Pro2 with an XF 56mm lens for an 84mm equivalent field of view and adjusted my position to not only avoid any evidence of modern cars, but also to include a handy streetlamp in the otherwise overcast triangle of sky in the corner. I love the colors of the buildings, but didn’t want them to look too vibrant, so chose the camera’s Classic Chrome film simulation for nice muted colors. On other cameras, you could simply turn down the saturation for a similar effect.


TIP As the lens focal length increases, the depth of field (or the amount of the picture that’s in focus near and far) shrinks. This is one reason telephoto lenses are preferred for portraits as they facilitate making the subjects sharp and blurring everything in front of and behind them. However, they make shots like this one more difficult if you want everything sharp from near to far. I had to close the lens aperture to ƒ/11 to achieve a sufficient depth of field. I then focused roughly one third of the way between the nearest and farthest subject to extend it in both directions.
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The backpack tripod


Here’s the spectacularly detailed interior of Albi Cathedral in Southern France. Albi Cathedral, built between 1287 and 1480, is a building with two identities. The intimidating exterior is built like an enormous fortress with towers that look like rockets. It is said to be the largest brick building in the world and it’s certainly the biggest I’ve ever seen by far, dwarfing other European giants including the iconic power stations of London.


EXIF Data
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Enter inside and the sheer muscle of the exterior gives way to an unbelievable display of frescoes covering almost every surface. Indeed, in yet another superlative, it is said to be the largest and oldest collection of Italian Renaissance paintings in the whole of France.


Albi Cathedral turned out to be surprisingly tripod friendly, but having left mine in the car I opted for a more ad-hoc stand: my backpack. I like a dead-central view for this kind of shot, so placed my F-Stop Loka Backpack on the ground and rested my Lumix G3 on top.


It was proving almost impossible to angle the camera sufficiently upward without it toppling over until I realized I could flip out the screen and twist it around until it acted like a stand, allowing the camera to point upward at about 45 degrees—a benefit of a fully articulated screen over one that just tilts vertically. A little shuffling around and the view was pretty square, too.


I captured this image with my Lumix 7–14mm ƒ/4 ultra-wide zoom at 7mm for a 14mm equivalent field of view. With the aperture closed a stop to ƒ/5.6 for sharp corners and -0.3 EV of exposure compensation applied for a slightly moodier look, the camera metered a shutter speed of 1.6 seconds at the base sensitivity of ISO 160. I used the self-timer to trigger the shot without wobbling the camera.


I was very lucky with the clear view, too. The cathedral was fairly busy the day I visited, but I was able to find a few moments when there was no one in front of the camera.


[image: Illustration]


Here’s a version I shot from the same position but using a fisheye lens. Notice the curved distortion. It’s extreme but sometimes fun when used sparingly.


TIP During this trip, I was excited to use a new fisheye lens, the Samyang 7.5mm, which delivered a distorted, but attractive alternative to this composition, as seen left. Using extreme lenses, filters, or other techniques can certainly be fun, but I find I often tire of the effect later, so I always shoot a standard version during the same session, just in case. As predicted, I preferred the fisheye version on the day of the shoot (left), but now I’m more drawn to the straighter ultra-wide version (right). Which do you prefer?
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The beach huts


I love the rows of colorful beach huts with their lovely pastel doors that you find in many English seaside resorts. I’m also fascinated by what people store in them. Naturally, most will contain the sort of things you’d like to have easy access to on a beach front, like chairs, games, books, and various shelters and clothes for all weather. That said, many also have a variety of cooking appliances at the ready to prepare a nice toasted bun or a hot cup of tea—all very satisfying!


EXIF Data
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Whenever I see a row of beach huts I want to capture as many of the colors as possible, which simply means shooting along the row into the distance. In terms of composition, I’ll pick the closest and nearest huts I like the look of and adjust my angle so they’re touching opposite sides of the frame. I’ll then look out for any nice details on the closest hut that I want to include—like a door handle, a lock, or a number—and ensure they’re not awkwardly cropped. I also personally prefer lowering my position a little so the camera is at the same height as the middle of the doors. I prefer this squarer perspective to shooting at head height looking slightly down.


As for lenses, I like to use short to mid telephotos in this situation for several reasons. First, they ensure the subject is rendered naturally in terms of scale, whereas a wide-angle would make the hut in the foreground dominate the frame and render those in the background very small. Second, telephoto lenses deliver a flattened perspective that appeals to me for this kind of subject. Third, they give a greater opportunity for a shallow depth of field if desired.


Here, I used the Fujinon XF 90mm ƒ/2 telephoto on a Fujifilm X-T1 body, upon which it delivers coverage equivalent to 135mm. I opened the aperture to ƒ/2 for the shallowest depth of field possible and focused on the lock on the closest pink door. I also shot a version with a smaller aperture so more of the doors were focused into the distance, but I prefer the version here.


The base sensitivity of the X-T1 is ISO 200, which when shooting in bright daylight at ƒ/2 can require a very fast shutter speed to balance the exposure. For this image, I had to deploy the optional electronic shutter mode to achieve a speed of 1/11000. Even if I’d reduced the sensitivity to ISO 100, I’d still have needed the electronic shutter as the top speed of the mechanical shutter on this model is only 1/4000.


TIP When faced with bright colors, I normally either choose a preset to further saturate them or one to mute them (Velvia or Classic Chrome on the Fujifilm bodies, respectively). If you have time, try them all. Depending on the subject and lighting, you may be surprised by the result. In the end, the colors were popping so much in real life that I opted for the most natural-looking preset (Provia).
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The beach umbrellas


I’m always on the lookout for interesting shapes to photograph and these umbrellas on Miami’s South Beach really caught my eye. I loved the way they were packed away into the cabin like a bunch of cocktail sticks at a giant’s bar. Compositionally, the crisscross of stands are interesting to look at, while their sharp points give the image some tension. I’m also always looking for natural frames. Here, the doorway to the cabin worked well, both to give some contrast to the dark interior as well as to lend a claustrophobic feel to the contents packed inside.


EXIF Data
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I wanted a natural perspective here, so I opted for a lens equivalent of around 50mm: the Fujinon XF 35mm ƒ/2 mounted on an X-Pro2 body. I stood back far enough to use the doorway as a thick frame, but not so far that I could see anything behind it to distract me. I then adjusted my height and angled the camera carefully so it was squared to the center of the subject, ensuring that the tops and sides weren’t squint or sloping, and using the onscreen gridlines as a guide. I feel a simple shot like this can succeed or fail based on things like geometry, so it’s important to get it right. The gridlines can make it easy to line up as you take the shot.


This shot is also about the colors. For a seaside scene, I normally like to either go for a heavily saturated, gaudy effect or a subdued, muted approach. I felt the latter suited the subject here, giving it a dated, almost melancholy feel. Had the colors in real life been bright, I’d have gone for the Classic Chrome film simulation on the Fuji, but since they were already quite faded, I simply went for the standard style, Provia. Sometimes, it’s worth shooting several versions using different processing styles, as one may look better than another once you’re reviewing your images later.


TIP Most cameras offer a choice of color processing styles from muted to vibrant, allowing you to achieve the saturation effect you want in camera. If you can’t decide what style works best at the time of shooting though, there’s no need to shoot multiple versions. If you shoot the scene in RAW, you have the chance to apply different styles later. You don’t even necessarily need to do this on a computer. Many cameras now allow you to process RAW files in camera using the Playback menu. I often exploit these to generate new JPEGs, trying out different processing styles.
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