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INTRODUCTION


Photography is an incredibly demanding and challenging artform, and its complexity is growing all the time. Whether you’re aware of it or not, when you take a picture all kinds of things come into play, from the chemistry of film photography and the physics of light, to the philosophical art of aesthetics and the formal design of composition. Most recently, digital capture has thrown electronics into the melting pot, adding yet another tricky subject and a whole new language that photographers need to get comfortable with.


With such a disparate mix of art and science it’s easy to become overwhelmed by the unfamiliar technology and ideas, which is why there are lots of books dedicated to guiding you toward achieving “perfect” pictures. However, most concentrate on a prescribed formula of apertures, shutter speeds, and ISO settings, and it’s easy to get to a point where obsessing over getting the settings right on your camera and choosing the “correct” focal length for a picture can begin to take greater precedence than the shot itself.


Sure, the basics of photography are important—they always will be—but this book isn’t going to dwell on the mechanics and technicalities. Instead, we’re going to look at the other side of photography; the creative side, where critically sharp focus isn’t a key criteria to success, using the “wrong” settings on your camera is actively encouraged, and making your own low-tech accessories can help take your photography in a radical new direction.


Covering all aspects of photography—from shooting to digital processing, as well as looking at lenses, accessories, and lighting—the 52 projects that have been collected in this book will give you a different challenge for every weekend of the year, and they’ve each been given a difficulty rating so you’ve got an idea of how hard they are. Regardless of their complexity, each one will only take a couple of hours to explore, although some are only the tip of the proverbial iceberg, with plenty of tips to help you pursue them further if you want to.


So, take a break from reading the manual, give yourself a couple of hours off from learning the “rules” of photography, and start exploring a whole new world of creative image-making. This book’s about having fun with your camera and, let’s face it, that’s probably why you started taking pictures in the first place.
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CREATIVE SHOOTING


Putting the “creative” into your creative photography starts the moment you decide to take a picture. It doesn’t matter whether it’s a spontaneous snap or a considered still life; the creative process has begun. After that a whole host of options sit in front of you, although most photographers only consider three things—framing, exposure, and focus.


This chapter goes way beyond this basic trio of choices, covering a range of exciting projects and techniques that you might not have considered before. So whether you want to photograph smoke or water droplets, shoot the stars, or get inspired by blur, this is the place to start developing your creative camera skills.






01 CREATIVE WHITE BALANCE


Have you ever taken a photograph in the beautiful golden light of the setting sun, only to be disappointed by the cold tones of the end result? If you have (and you wouldn’t be alone), the chances are it’s because your camera was set to its automatic white balance setting and it has been doing its job. After all, for 99 percent of the time the primary goal of a camera’s white balance system is to make sure that your pictures are neutral, without any color casts. But there are times when you want a bit of color in your pictures, to capture—or even enhance—the atmosphere of the original scene; a hint of blue to convey sub-zero temperatures, or added warmth for that golden sunset, for example. At other times you might want to forget the rules about what’s “right” and get creative with your pictures. This is where using the “wrong” white balance can help inject color and atmosphere into your pictures, and make them much more striking.




WHAT YOU NEED


• Point-and-shoot or digital SLR camera


• Colored cardstock (optional)
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Setting a cloudy white balance encourages the camera to produce warmer results, which adds to the atmosphere of this misty sunrise.


[image: image]


Using the “wrong” white balance for this winter scene turns the snow an icy blue, enhancing the feeling of cold.




TIP


If your camera lets you shoot Raw files, you can very easily change the white balance of a shot after it has been taken. With the Raw file open in your conversion software it is just a question of choosing an alternative white balance setting from a dropdown menu—just like changing the white balance preset on your camera. If you don’t like the change, you can switch it back, without affecting the image.
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Switching from daylight white balance to a “wrong” tungsten white balance setting introduces a strong blue color cast to this watery image.


WHAT IS WHITE BALANCE?


Your brain does an incredible job of automatically adjusting for the different colors of light that your eyes see, so much so that you can walk out of a room lit by tungsten light into bright sunlight without noticing any major shifts in color. But tungsten and daylight are very different in terms of their color—tungsten is a warm orange, and daylight a cool blue—as you’d see if you went outside at night and looked at the windows of the warmlylit houses around you.


Your camera is not quite so smart—it needs to be told what the lighting is. All digital cameras have an automatic white balance mode, which tries to do a similar job as your brain and automatically “correct” the colors it sees, so whites remain white. But the system isn’t foolproof, and most books would tell you that you’ll get better results when the camera is set to a preset white balance option, such as daylight, cloudy, shade, tungsten, flash, and so on. These settings tell the camera to compensate for the color emitted by a specific light source, so if the tungsten white balance setting is chosen, the camera compensates for the orange light by adding blue to the image.


This is where you can start getting creative—by “fooling” your camera. For example, if you use the tungsten white balance setting in normal daylight conditions, the camera will add blue to an image that is already lit by a cool blue lightsource. The result will be a picture with a strong, overall blue cast. Conversely, using the daylight setting when you take a picture under tungsten lighting produces a strong yellow-orange color cast.


CREATIVE WHITE BALANCE


In addition to setting the “wrong” preset white balance, most digital SLRs, and some point-and-shoot cameras, let you set the white balance manually, using a custom setting. This is usually done by photographing a white or gray card. The camera will calculate the adjustment required to get the card looking correct, or “neutral,” and subsequent images taken in the same lighting will also be neutral. However, if you use a colored card to set the custom white balance, the camera will try to compensate by adding the opposite color—immediately introducing a color cast to your images. Using a pale green cardstock, for instance, instructs the camera to add red, so your images will be warmer. This could be ideal for photographing fall leaves, or enhancing a sunset.


SUBJECTS


The hardest part of this project is selecting a suitable subject. Not all subjects will be improved by adding a color cast, and fairly abstract or simple pictures tend to work best. A landscape shot at midday will look plain wrong with a strong blue cast, but in foggy conditions, when the detail is very soft and the colors muted, the results can be far stronger. Similarly, turning people blue doesn’t always give a great result, but adding a touch of warmth to a portrait can make it look much more attractive.






02 CROSS POLARIZING


If you’ve ever been driving while wearing polarized sunglasses you’ve probably seen strange patterns on car windshields. This is because car windows are made of tempered, heattoughened glass for safety, and the tempering process puts the glass under internal stress, which in turn affects the way it reacts to light. The polarized glasses reveal areas of the window that were put under stress when it was manufactured, thanks to a phenomenon known as “birefringence.” Other materials, such as transparent, injection-molded plastic, are also birefringent, which is why the plastic covers over the displays of MP3 players and wristwatches often show rainbow patterns when viewed through polarized glasses.


Photographers also use polarizing lenses (in the form of polarizing filters), to cut down the reflections from glass, and to reduce highlights on wet or moist objects. This is just like shooting through polarized sunglasses and, if you combine a polarized filter with a polarized light source, things start getting really interesting. This technique—known as “cross polarizing”—is important to science, where it is used in the study of crystals and microorganisms. But while scientists use it for its scientific potential, creative photographers can use it to produce stunning pictures where the normally invisible stress lines in plastic objects are transformed into beautiful, multicolored rainbows.


The traditional way of producing polarized light is to buy a sheet of polarizing plastic, or a polarizing gel, and tape it over a light source. This works well, but polarizing gels are expensive, and once they get scratched they become less efficient. However, the good news is you probably own a convenient source of polarized light already—the LCD screen used by a laptop or flat-panel TV or monitor—and there’s no reason why you can’t start exploiting this in your photography.




WHAT YOU NEED


• Digital SLR camera


• Polarizing filter


• Transparent plastic object, such as a ruler, protractor, or measuring cup


• LCD monitor or television


• Tripod
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TIPS


Generally, it’s not a good idea to rest the object you’re photographing directly on the LCD screen. Not only do you risk damaging the screen, but the screen itself could be in focus, revealing the grid pattern of the red, green, and blue pixels that make up the display.


If you position your screen horizontally you can position a sheet of glass above it to rest your subject on—the glass won’ be affected by the polarization.


Use a macro lens or close-up lens to crop in close and create abstract shots of the kaleidoscopic colors.
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Clear plastic measuring cups from a photographers darkroom are transformed using the cross polarizing technique.





 


1 To set your polarized light source, turn your screen’s brightness to full, and fill the screen with a white image. This is most easily done with a computer as you can just open a blank window and extend it to fill the monitor.


 


2 Put the polarizing filter on your camera lens, and mount the camera on a tripod in front of the screen.


 


3 Rotate the polarizing filter on your lens until the image through the viewfinder is black, or as dark as possible. Rotating the filter gives you different degrees of polarization, so experiment with the angle. You’ll likely find that you’ll create the most striking photos when the effect is as dark as possible.


 


4 Place your transparent plastic object between the LCD screen and the camera, and frame and focus your shot—you should see the colored effect through your camera’s viewfinder or on the rear LCD screen.


 


5 Turn off, or cover, any other light sources and take your shot. As LCD displays don’t produce that much light and the polarizing filter consumes up to two-stops worth of light, your exposure will be fairly long (which is why you should use a tripod). Using a remote release is also a good idea, but if you don’t have one you can use your camera’s self-timer instead—either way, you want to try and avoid any camera shake during your long exposures.


 


6 Once you’ve taken your shot, review the image on your camera’s LCD screen. Adjust the exposure if you need to, using the EV (Exposure Value) setting to make your image lighter or darker. Then experiment like crazy! Different objects will produce different results.
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Convert your cross-polarized images into black and white and overlay them with a solid color for striking results, such as this picture of a recorder.






03 DIFFRACTION STAR EFFECTS


In the 1970s and ’80s it was very popular for photographers shooting at night to use star or “cross” filters, which are simply clear glass filters with a fine, regular grid engraved into one surface. When these filters are used to photograph bright, point-sources of light—such as streetlamps at night—they create the effect of “starbursts.” However, star filters are not subtle, and the engraved lines also cause another optical effect known as dispersion, which results in a rainbow effect in the streaks of light.


It’s not too surprising that the overbearing look of star filters has led them to fall out of favor in recent years, and I won’t claim for a minute that everyone should rush out and take all their pictures with one. At the same time, it’s one of those effects that can actually work in some instances, and just because it’s not currently fashionable doesn’t mean you can’t do it anymore! Best of all, your camera’s probably already got a built-in star filter—I bet it doesn’t tell you that in the manual!


This project takes advantage of a regularly occurring optical phenomenon known as “diffraction,” which is something most, if not all, lenses suffer from. Diffraction is the slight bending of light around small openings (the aperture in your camera in this instance), and it’s usually thought of as a problem since it’s the primary cause of loss of sharpness when a lens is set to a small aperture. But what one person sees as a problem, we can see as a solution, because it is diffraction that will be creating our starbursts.


This project works best if you can find yourself a night or low-light scene with a few point-sources of light; streetlamps and Christmas lights work well, while light sources that have larger surface areas, such as shop signs or fluorescent tubes, do not. Take a walk around a town or city at dusk, or at night, and you’re sure to find somewhere suitable.


Once you find a scene you want to shoot, set your camera up on a tripod and switch to Aperture Priority mode. Set a small aperture and start taking some shots. If you’re using an SLR, a lens set to f/4 will not have very pronounced starbursts, so set your aperture to f/16, or smaller. This should produce very clear starbursts, which you can check on your camera’s LCD screen. And that’s all there is to it—just by setting a small aperture you’ve discovered the “starburst filter” mode you didn’t know your camera had.




WHAT YOU NEED


• Point-and-shoot or digital SLR camera with adjustable aperture


• Tripod
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TIP


The number of rays from each starburst is related to the number of aperture blades in your lens, so as well as experimenting with the aperture to see what effect it has, it’s worth experimenting with different lenses as well. Each lens you use will produce slightly different starbursts.
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Simply setting a small aperture and photographing point-sources of light will produce fantastic starbursts. The number of aperture blades and the aperture setting you use will determine the number—and intensity—of the “bursts.” The image here (and detail, here) was taken with the aperture set at f/16.
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A “proper” 4-point starburst filter was used for this image. The effect is more pronounced, but why buy a filter when you can change your aperture for free?






04 SOFT FOCUS
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Like starburst filters, taking soft focus pictures was once so popular it seemed like it was impossible to find images that didn’t have a diffuse look. However, while the soft-focus effect has definitely fallen from grace (for good reason, some might say), this doesn’t mean it can’t have a place in the creative photographer’s armory. It might seem strange to spend good money buying the sharpest lens you can afford and then produce “soft” pictures, but not all photographs call for absolute clarity. Sometimes we don’t want to show all the detail—in a portrait where winkles and skin blemishes need to be hidden, for example—while at other times a soft-focus effect can be used to emphasize the atmosphere in a landscape or a still life, letting us create mist where there is none, or simply blur the detail so we are left with suggestive outlines and shapes. At the extreme, soft focus can create surreal effects, smearing colors and tones across the frame.


Creating soft focus is extremely easy, and even with the most basic materials you can quickly produce a wide range of blur and color effects. The simplest method is to simply breathe on the front of your lens so it steams up. As the mist clears you can shoot through it, timing the shot to the amount of mist still left on the lens. You have to be quick as the mist can clear suddenly, and it doesn’t always clear evenly—especially if you are outside in a breeze—which makes it really unpredictable, but, hey, it’s completely free, what do you expect?




WHAT YOU NEED


• Point-and-shoot or digital SLR camera


• Nylon stockings and rubber band


OR


• Petroleum jelly and UV/skylight filter
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TIPS


When using nylons, the more you stretch the fabric the less intense the softening effect becomes.


You can also control the soft focus effect with the thickness of the material you put over the lens—use thicker nylons, or two pieces to increase the softness.


The aperture you use when you shoot through nylons will effect the focus. Smaller lens apertures increase the depth of field, so your disruptive material will be slightly more in focus. While you might not see much difference through the lens, the overall soft focus effect will be greater.






PETROLEUM JELLY


[image: image] Slightly more predictable than breathing on your lens, but a little more messy, this classic soft-focus method is quick, easy, and extremely flexible. It involves smearing a thin film of petroleum jelly on the surface of a clear filter, such as a UV or skylight filter. The effect is entirely dependent on how much jelly you apply and how you apply it. Use a tiny amount and smear it evenly to create a subtle softening of the image, or use a bit more and spread it in streaks across the glass to break your image into a dreamlike mass of color and tone. You can even apply the jelly selectively, leaving the center of the glass clear so only the edges are softened.


The great thing about this technique is the control you have over the final image. You can apply patterns or dabs for different effects, and if it doesn’t work you can just wipe the filter clean and start again. The only thing you need to take care with is that you use a filter, and never apply jelly to the front element of your lens. While the jelly can be cleaned off a filter very easily with a lens tissue or soap and water, it can permanently damage your lens coatings if you apply it directly.
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NYLONS


[image: image] A favorite with fashion photographers (possibly because they have a lot of nylons lying around), stretching nylons across the lens opens up a whole world of opportunity as they not only reduce the sharpness, but, depending on the color you use, can also change the color of the image. Using black material tends to smudge the shadows in a picture more than it affects the highlights, while white stockings have the opposite effect. Brown material adds warmth to an image as well as softening it, making it a great option for portraits.


Once you’ve got yourself an old stocking or pair of nylons, cut out a small section of material roughly 5 inches (12.5cm) square. Stretch the material over the front element of the lens making sure it is flat, even, and well-stretched. Secure it with a rubber band to hold it in place on the barrel of the lens, taking care to position the rubber band to hold the nylon in place around the autofocus ring so the lens can still focus.
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05 CREATIVE BOKEH


Taken from the Japanese word for “blurry” or “fuzzy,” the term bokeh is used to describe the out of focus areas that usually occur in the background of an image. It is most noticeable in images taken with wide apertures—f/2.8 or wider—as the shallow depth of field throws backgrounds out of focus. If you look carefully at an image with a very small depth of field you might notice small, blurry geometric shapes in the background. This is bokeh.


The bokeh will take on the shape of the aperture blades of the lens that is being used, so it might appear as pentagons, hexagons, or octagons depending on the lens; if you use a catadioptric, or “mirror” lens, you’ll get donut-shaped bokeh due the circular design of the mirror in the lens. For some photographers, having the “best” bokeh is a key concern, so much so that some lenses—particularly those designed for portrait photography—have near-circular aperture blades. However, for this project, we’re not interested in the finest bokeh—we want to create our own personal bokeh shapes, so we can add a unique touch to our images.







WHAT YOU NEED


• Digital SLR camera


• Wide aperture lens (f/2.8 or wider)


• Black cardstock


• Scissors


• Craft knife


• Pencil


• Clear tape


• Compass
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Small, maneuverable light sources, such as Christmas tree lights, are perfect for arranging in the background to create bokeh. Attaching them to wires allows them to be positioned and securely held in place, helping to create images like this one.
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While pentagon-shaped bokeh is an interesting phenomena, it is not very engaging when captured in isolation. Try combining foreground interest with background bokeh to create images that are far more interesting.




TIPS


Set your lens to its widest setting to get the strongest effect from your bokeh filter.


Shooting close-up images will decrease your depth of field. Combine this with a wide aperture to maximize the bokeh effect in your pictures.
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MAKING A BOKEH FILTER


A bokeh filter is easy to make—it’s nothing more than a circle of cardstock with your chosen bokeh shape cut out of it.


For the best results, choose a lens with an aperture of f/1.8 and make a note of the filter diameter (this is normally written on the lens itself). Using a compass, draw a circle the same diameter as your lens’s filter thread on a piece of black cardstock.


Cut out the circle and draw your bokeh shape in the center of the card—solid shapes such as hearts and stars work well.


Finally, cut the shape out of the card disc with a craft knife and you’ve made your own bokeh filter. Simply push the filter carefully on to the filter thread on the front of your lens and you’re ready to start shooting! A fold of tape on the edge of the filter will help you remove it from the lens.
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