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Introduction


BEGINNER’S GUIDE TO PHOTOGRAPHY Introduction


Hello and welcome to Beginner’s Guide to Photography! Over the following pages we’re going to make a fantastic journey through the world of photography, and I’m very happy that you’ve decided to come along!


Before we get started, I’d like to dispel two myths right off the bat, if you don’t mind. The first one


is that you need very high-end equipment in order to be able to take good photos. Nothing could be further from the truth. Sure there


are occasions where a fancy camera might make your job easier, and there are indeed certain techniques that are impossible unless your camera has certain features, but on the whole, you really don’t need to spend all that much money to hugely improve your photography.


The other myth is that photography requires “a good eye” or “natural talent.” Hogwash. Getting started from the very beginner level—where you are right now—is easy. Once you’ve got to grips with the basics you’ll find there are loads of very simple ways to drastically improve your shots,


and this book is full of tips that will help you to progress quickly. Further down the line when you start getting the hang of things, you may find that in order to reach the next level you need to start developing an “eye for photography,” but the secret not a lot of photographers will tell you is this: As soon as you realize that you want to start developing your own style, and training your eye for composition, you’re already halfway there.


My number one top tip to becoming a better photographer is to be self-critical. Take a lot of photos, all the time. Use the camera built into your phone, take a compact camera with you everywhere you can, and dig out a bigger camera (if you have one) as often as possible. In the beginning, you may find that only one in a thousand photos is any good. But look on the bright side: If you take a thousand photos,


you’ll get at least one fantastic picture!


With practice, the tricks shown in this book,


and a good idea of what all the buttons and dials on your camera do, you can start working on improving that ratio of good-to-bad shots: taking it from one in a thousand, to one in a hundred, to one in ten. Yes, it’s a lot of work, but it’s incredibly rewarding, and I promise you’ll have a lot of fun along the way.


So what are you waiting for? Grab your camera, flip the page, and let’s get started!


–Haje Jan Kamps
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Chapter 1


Equipment


BEGINNER’S GUIDE TO PHOTOGRAPHY Equipment


It’s quite ridiculous how often discussions about photography can degenerate into “Mine’s bigger than yours”-style conversations. It’s doubly curious because, in our experience, among amateurs, the people with the most extravagant equipment often have the least clue about how to use it.


On the other hand, you are going to need equipment—if there’s one way to guarantee you’ll not capture a single good photo, it’s by


not having a camera with you!


Frequently, the most experienced photographers, who have dabbled with all sorts of high-end cameras, find themselves turning back to relatively simple equipment. This means that if you want to be a better photographer, you really shouldn’t worry too much about your equipment. Worry about the person holding the camera. Work on becoming a better photographer, and your photos will improve. All the camera gadgets in the world are only going to be a distraction if you’re struggling with the basics.


find themselves turning back to relatively simple equipment. This means that if you want to be a better photographer, you really shouldn’t worry too much about your equipment. Worry about the person holding the camera. Work on becoming a better photographer, and your photos will improve. All the camera gadgets in the world are only going to be a distraction if you’re struggling with the basics.
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The term “fixed-lens camera” applies to any camera with a lens that cannot be removed from the main body of the camera. There are numerous types of fixed-lens cameras, ranging from inexpensive, mostly automatic point-and-shoot models, through “bridge” or superzoom cameras with powerful zoom lenses, to high-end compacts with large imaging sensors that are capable of producing photos comparable to those taken with a DSLR (digital single-lens reflex camera—explained on the following pages).


Point-and-shoot cameras


Point-and-shoot cameras are small in size, typically have limited manual controls, and feature autofocus zoom lenses. Such cameras, often referred to as “compact cameras,” are very simple to operate and are designed for people who primarily want a quick-andeasy visual record of vacations, birthdays, weddings, and similar events. In bright daylight conditions,


point-and-shoot cameras can provide good quality images that look sharp at up to 8×10 inches.


The principal drawbacks with this type of camera are the small size of the sensor and, typically, a lack of manual control. A small sensor is less efficient at gathering light, therefore in high-contrast lighting conditions (e.g., bright sunlight combined with dark shadow areas) point-and-shoot cameras will struggle to produce clean-looking or accurately exposed images. The lack of manual control also makes it difficult to shoot creatively—for choosing focus or high-key effects, for example, which we’ll cover later.


Bridge or superzoom cameras


So-called because they “bridge” the gap between compact point-and-shoot cameras and digital SLRs, bridge cameras tend to be larger and have a richer photographic feature set compared to compacts. Most offer manual controls, an incredible range of focal lengths (from wide-angle to super telephoto). In addition, unlike most point-and-shoot cameras which utilize a rear LCD screen for composing images, bridge cameras also have an electronic viewfinder (EVF) through which photos can be composed. This is an advantage in bright conditions when it can be difficult to see an LCD screen.


Bridge cameras are aimed at photographers who are keen to experiment with image making and like the convenience of having a 20x to 50x zoom in single package. Some bridge cameras can cost as much as entry-level digital SLRs and are capable of producing good-quality images up to small poster size. However, all that zoom range comes at the cost of a much smaller sensor, so bridge cameras can’t cope with challenging lighting conditions, and are harder to control when it comes to creative shooting.


Large-sensor compacts


As a broad category, large-sensor compact cameras are the most recent type of fixed-lens cameras. Aimed at experienced enthusiasts, such cameras are often bought as portable backups to bulky professional equipment. These cameras offer full manual control, big imaging sensors (the same size or near to most digital SLRs) and high-quality lenses. However, the tradeoff is usually that the lens cannot zoom—it's the only way to put a large sensor in such a small body. Instead, it's typically locked at a moderate wide angle.


The level of control, combined with the quality of the lenses and their large sensors, make these cameras complete creative photography tools capable of producing high-quality images. Their discrete size makes them popular with photographers who don’t want to attract attention to themselves, such as street photographers and some photojournalists.


COMPUTATIONAL CAMERAS


More and more phone cameras are incorporating a second, parallel camera to achieve effects impossible with a single lens/sensor. You can create 3D images, refocus the image after capture, blur the background to mimic a shallow depth


of field, take photos in darker situations than would normally be allowed—all of which are made possible by the phone’s processor, which


is significantly more powerful than the typical processors in even high-end cameras.
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1 So-called point-and-shoot cameras are characteristically simple to use, offering fully automated features as well as any number of preset settings for photographing at night, or taking portraits, landscapes, sports, snow, or beach scenes. However, an increasing number of compact cameras also feature manual modes that allow users to set exposure, ISO, image size and format, and a number of other parameters. These manual overrides allow for greater user input and creativity.


V Believe it or not, the sensor in this Sony RX10ii is the same size as the Canon G9X pictured above. The main difference is, of course, the exceptional zoom lens, which stretches from 24–200mm.
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1 Large-sensor compacts are for enthusiast photographers who are looking for image quality comparable to a DSLR, but in a much smaller, lighter package. With full manual controls and good optics these cameras are capable of producing extremely


high-quality digital image files, with low noise and high dynamic range.
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“Interchangeable-lens camera” describes any camera that has a detachable lens. The benefit here of course is versatility—it’s possible to swap a wide-angle lens with a telephoto one and still use the same camera body. As with fixed-lens cameras there are a number of different types of interchangeable-lens cameras.


Digital SLR (Single-Lens Reflex)


The best-known type of interchangeable-lens camera is the digital SLR (DSLR). SLRs became a popular camera format in the middle of the 20th century, offering an ideal compromise between image quality, versatility, and portability. As imaging sensors improved these attributes were carried forward, and today's DSLRs are used by professional photographers in a host


of photographic genres, including wedding, sport, studio, fashion, landscape, wildlife, photojournalism, and commercial photography.


DSLRs have a number of key features that make them popular with both enthusiast and professional photographers alike. They all have bright optical viewfinders; large imaging sensors (full-frame or APS-C), which provide excellent image quality even in high contrast and low-light situations; they offer accessible manual controls for creative shooting; they are responsive (quick to focus and suffering from imperceptible shutter-lag); and, combined with a selection of lenses, are capable of shooting a hugely varied range of subjects from sweeping wide-angle landscape scenes, through macro closeups, to long-range wildlife photography. But this comes at a price. Professional DSLR bodies cost thousands of dollars, with lenses often costing as much as the camera bodies. However, entry-level DSLRs with “kit” lenses are increasingly affordable and provide a relatively inexpensive way of starting a DSLR camera system.


Compact system cameras


Compared with DSLRs, compact system cameras (CSCs) are a relatively new camera format. These cameras lack the reflex mirror (and therefore the optical viewfinders) of a DSLR, allowing for a much smaller camera body. Instead of an optical viewfinder, users compose images either through an electronic viewfinder or via an LCD screen—some models only have the latter—making them closer in this respect to compact or bridge cameras. Unlike compact and bridge cameras however, CSCs have sensors close in size or as large as the majority of DSLRs, therefore enjoying all the advantages in image quality this brings.


The aim of these types of mirrorless cameras is to offer DSLR-style image quality, combined with the versatility of interchangeable lenses in a smaller, lighter, and less conspicuous package. While in many respects these cameras live up to that promise, they tend to be less capable when photographing fast-moving subjects. This is due to the different focusing system employed by DSLRs compared with almost all other types


of camera.


MIRRORLESS MEDIUM FORMAT


Medium format is the gold standard of camera technology, with traditional SLR systems costing orders of magnitude more than consumer cameras. But recently, manufacturers have followed the mirrorless trend and started introducing compact medium-format systems with the mirrors removed and the prices slashed dramatically. Don’t get me wrong—they’re still much more expensive than consumer cameras, but the barrier to entry has been lowered significantly.


The advantages of medium format are mostly concerned with the sheer size of the sensor—the


Fuji GFX pictured here has a 43.8×32.9mm sensor, allowing for exceptionally shallow depth of field shots, remarkably wide dynamic range, and impressive high-ISO capabilities.
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V DSLRs feature a movable, “reflex” mirror that rests in a “down” position. Light enters the lens, which focuses the image on the mirror. In turn, the mirror reflects the image up through a prism and out of an optical viewfinder. Unlike an electronic viewfinder, an optical viewfinder provides a much brighter, clearer, and lag-free view. When the shutter release is depressed the mirror flips up and the


light from the scene travels straight on and is recorded by the sensor located behind the mirror.


1 There are two broad categories of compact system cameras: those that feature an electronic viewfinder; and those that have only a rear LCD screen for composing images. The former offer pretty much everything the enthusiast photographer needs, combining manual controls, good image quality, and the convenience of high quality interchangeable lenses on a comparatively small body.
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V The smallest CSCs,


when fitted with the right lens (often a "pancake" design), can easily fit into a coat pocket or small purse—something of a gold standard for portability. The disadvantage of CSCs is that they are lacking a “real-time” responsive viewfinder and they rely on a slower


(but more accurate) autofocusing system.
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When considering a camera body there is an astonishing number of things to consider. Before you descend into panic, however, let us tell you something that will make the buying experience much less stressful: as of right now, there aren’t any truly terrible camera bodies out there. In fact, in the hands of a capable photographer, you can create gorgeous photos with every single camera body that is currently on sale. So if you can’t go wrong, what should you be looking for?


Viewfinder


It’s useful to be able to see what you are shooting before you take a picture, and the way you look at your photos varies from camera to camera.


Optical viewfinder—Some cameras come with an optical viewfinder. This can work in two different ways: either you’re looking through the lens itself (this is how it works on an SLR camera), or you’re looking through a little viewfinder hole.


LCD screen with Live View—Most recently launched cameras support Live View on the LCD screen. This is similar to how people have become used to using compact cameras: you point it at something, and the screen on the back shows what you’re aiming at.


Electronic viewfinder—An electronic viewfinder is a combination of the above two technologies: you’re looking into an eye-level viewfinder at the back of the camera, as with an optical viewfinder, but instead of looking straight through the camera lens via a mirror, you are looking at a display mounted inside the viewfinder.


Lens mount


An important thing to check before you decide to splash out on a new camera is what the lens mount is, and which lenses are available for the lens mount you have on your camera. Bear in mind that lenses with different mounts aren’t easily transferable from one mount to another, so if you’re going to start investing serious cash in your lenses, the lens mount will be one of the most important choices you’ll make in your photographic career.


Controls


Camera controls come in all sorts of shapes and forms, from the super-intuitive cameras that are so easy to use you’ll never even dream of opening the manual, to cameras that are so infuriatingly complicated and counter-intuitive you’ll want to throw them against a wall.


You should know if you’ll get along with a camera after around 20 minutes use. If you can, walk into a camera shop and do just that. Spend some time changing various settings and taking some pictures, then change the settings again and take some more photos. It’s a good idea to make a little test script of the things you do when you take photos on an everyday basis.


Flash


Simple: does the camera have a built-in flash? Can you use external flashes? What flashes are available—and are they easy to use? You don’t have to run off and buy an external flash unit right away, of course, but it’s good to know that you’ll have the option should you want to at a later date.
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ISO


The ISO range of the camera is important because at high ISO settings you’re able to take photos in low light with decent shutter speeds. However, don’t just go for the number—there’s a huge difference in ISO 2000 on a ten-year-old camera and a brand new one. Technology is developing rapidly, and not all the manufacturers are as cutting edge as they’d like to think.


Testing low-light capability is tricky, as you don’t really start appreciating how good (or bad) your camera is until you’ve been using it for a while. The best approach is probably to go to a reputable online review site, such as Digital Photo Review (www.dpreview.com), and see how they rate the camera for low-light photography.


Video mode


If you’re planning to use your new camera to make videos in addition to taking photos, you will have to consider the video mode on the camera as well. Important things to look for are what the resolution of the video is, and whether the camera has support for external microphones.


Megapixels


The resolution of your final photos—seriously, don’t worry about it too much. Resolution (i.e. the number of pixels in a single photo) means a lot less in the grand scheme of things than how easy your camera is to use, the quality of the lenses you are using, and how good you are at finding the shot.


X Sony’s popular mirrorless range of cameras feature a lens mount that accepts not only Sony’s range of E-mount lenses designed for the alpha range, but, by using an A-mount lens adapter, the cameras are also compatible with A-mount lenses, which are made in association with the prestigious lens manufacturer Carl Zeiss.
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1 Although they’re becoming more of a rarity every day, physical camera shops offer the invaluable ability to pick up a camera and test how it feels in your hand. This is a completely personal and subjective evaluation, and something you can’t gloss from reading a description or a feature list on a website.


X As you become increasingly interested in photography, you’ll quickly want to move away from the camera’s Auto and Scene modes, in order to give full reign to your photo creativity. If you’re looking to purchase a new camera, it’s strongly recommended that you buy one that has a good level of manual control. Even if you don’t think you’ll use it initially, you’ll certainly be turning to manual as you develop your skills.







www.dpreview.com
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1 A wide-angle lens is great for taking photos of vistas and landscapes; and when you’re indoors or in confined spaces, the wide viewing angle means you get all the action in your photo!


X If you’re interested in macro photography, interchangeable lenses are a must—compact cameras simply don’t have the advanced, specialized optics needed to take photos like this one.


N A zoom lens is great when you want your photos to show the action up close, but you can’t get close enough yourself. Lovely for safaris, concerts, and sports events, for example.
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photos than even an advanced compact camera could ever hope for.


The other advantage of interchangeable lenses is that, although expensive initially, they will last as long as you’re taking photos. And when camera manufacturers release cameras with even better sensors, you can replace your camera body with a new one and your fantastic lens is likely to take even better photos than before.


Disadvantages of interchangeable lenses


Of course the principal disadvantage of being able to extend your camera system is the fact that lenses— especially high-quality lenses—are very expensive. If you go down this route you have to be honest and ask yourself whether or not you’re really making the most of equipment that could potentially cost thousands. For example, it’s possible to buy an advanced bridge camera with full manual control and a built-in 23–810mm (36x) zoom for a third of the cost of a single professional 50mm prime lens. For many, the super-zoom camera will provide perfectly acceptable results and will cover most shooting situations. For a minority, however, a superfast 50mm prime will provide the ultimate in image quality and creative possibilities.


The second disadvantage is that if you own a lot of fantastic lenses, leaving them behind becomes difficult. If you know what you’re going to photograph it’s less of


an issue, but if you’re embarking on an exotic overseas trip, there are only so many lenses you can carry at any one time. One of the most painful things you’ll experience as a photographer is spotting a perfect photograph, and then realizing that the lens you need is stored in a bag 6,000 miles away.


The last downside of interchangeable lenses is that when you change them, the inside of your camera is, however briefly, exposed to the elements. Dust and moisture can make its way inside your camera body, which isn’t great: dust on the imaging sensor shows up as blotches, and although most interchangeable-lens cameras now feature self-cleaning sensors, there may come a time when you have to clean the sensor yourself—which can be a nerve racking experience. This is the greatest advantage of fixed-lens cameras: they are sealed units, so dust should never get inside.
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If you do decide to opt for the interchangeable-lens camera approach there are some basic things you need to know before splashing out on expensive glass.


Focal length


Focal length is the distance the light travels from the imaging sensor to the front lens element. This distance is generally measured in millimeters (mm).


A long focal length (200mm, for example) is called a “telephoto” lens, and it works much like a pair of binoculars: it makes objects that are far away look closer to you. Telephoto lenses are great for portraiture, concerts, sports, and wildlife photography.


A short focal length (such as 24mm) is called a “wide- angle” lens, and does the opposite to a telephoto lens. By photographing a wider field of view, you can get more in the photo. Wide-angle lenses are fabulous for landscapes, shooting indoors, and architectural photos.


Focal length tends to be marked on the lens. If the lens has a single focal length marked on it, it’s a prime lens. If it has two focal lengths with a dash in between (such as 17–35mm), you’re looking at a zoom lens.


Maximum aperture


The next thing you’ll want to look for on your lens is its maximum aperture. We’ll look at apertures in detail in the next chapter, as they are fundamental to photography, but for now just think of it as the hole in a lens. The maximum aperture is the biggest hole the lens has. The bigger the hole, the more light can enter the camera, which is generally a good thing. Apertures are measured in “fl” stops.


On a prime lens (one with a fixed focal length), this is usually written as something like “50mm fl/1.8” (rather confusingly, as we’ll discover, the smaller the fl number, the bigger the aperture). In this case, fl/1.8 is the maximum aperture of the lens. Which is pretty large.


On zoom lenses, maximum aperture can be written in two ways. If your lens reads “70–200mm fl/2.8,” you have a constant maximum aperture lens. Here it means that your lens can zoom from 70mm to 200mm, but regardless of how far you zoom in, the maximum aperture will always be fl/2.8. Constant maximum aperture lenses tend to be of higher quality than other zoom lenses, but they are also a lot more expensive.


The other option on zoom lenses is a variable aperture lens. This would be written as “17–35mm fl/2.8–3.5.” On these lenses, the maximum aperture goes down as you zoom in further—so at 17mm, you have a maximum aperture of fl/2.8, but when you zoom in to 35mm, your maximum aperture is fl/3.5. A lens with a large maximum aperture is often referred to as a “fast” or a “bright” lens.


N Using a wide-angle lens is great when shooting in a cramped space, but it can do strange things to the perspective when you're close to your subject: look how big the model’s hand looks in this shot! In this case, a 17mm lens was used on a APS-C camera with a crop factor of 1.6x—the equivalent of a 27mm focal length on a full-frame sensor.
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Manual focus


Most lenses have a way of being focused manually.


If you care about this, it’s a good idea to take a closer look at how the lens works, and whether you like the way manual focus is implemented. On some lenses, you have direct control of the focusing. This means that you can turn an adjustment wheel (called a “focus ring”) on the lens, and it will physically move the lens and adjust focus. This form of control is fast and precise, and intuitive to use. Some lenses require you to select manual focus on the lens or camera before you can take control, while others can override automatic focus for fine-adjustments after you’ve already focused.


On other lenses, you’re given an adjustment wheel. You don’t actually adjust the lens elements themselves, but use a focusing ring that tells the camera you want to change the focus. The camera then adjusts the focus for you using its internal focusing motors. This type of manual control can be sluggish and difficult to use accurately, but it’s better than not having any manual focusing controls at all.


Optical stabilization


The final feature you’ll find on some lenses is optical image stabilization. This is some pretty nifty technology that moves a lens element inside the lens to counteract vibration or camera shake. If you shoot handheld a lot (as opposed to having the camera on a tripod), it may be worth considering a lens with an optical stabilizer, especially if you tend to shoot in low light.


Do pay attention, though—it may be that your camera body already has stabilization built in, in which case lens-based stabilization is unnecessary.


CROP FACTOR EXPLAINED


Traditionally, 35mm film cameras used film frames sized 36x24mm, and photographers would talk about a lens’ focal length as it related to that film frame size. When digital photography came along, the earliest imaging sensors were smaller than that of film, but photographers still used the same lenses. Because most sensors are smaller, with a narrower field of view than a 35mm frame, the result is a higher magnification. This effect is known as the crop factor.


On a camera with a Four Thirds sensor (which


is 17.3×13mm in size) the crop factor is 2x. That means that if you were to attach a 200mm lens to a Four Thirds camera, it would be the equivalent of a 400mm lens. APS-C sensors, as found on most DSLRs, measure around 25×16mm and have a crop factor of 1.5x or 1.6x. So a 200mm lens has an “effective focal length” (efl) of 300mm or 320mm. Naturally, on a “full-frame” sensor camera (one with a 36×24mm sensor) a 200mm lens still behaves like a 200mm lens.


The crop factor of a lens won’t be marked on the lens, as this depends on the camera body it is attached to.
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Full frame


(1.0x)


APS-C


(1.6x)


Micro


Four-thirds (2x)


1 This was taken with a 200mm lens on a camera with a crop factor of 1.6x; the advantage of using telephoto lenses on crop sensor cameras is the extra reach you get. Because of the 1.6x crop factor a 200m lens has an effective focal length of 320mm, while a 300mm becomes almost 500mm. This is great for wildlife shooters as a 300mm lens is almost certainly going to be less expensive than a 500mm lens of a similar specification.
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When picking a lens, there are two main categories of lenses. You’re probably familiar with zoom lenses: most cameras come with a zoom lens, whether it’s a compact with a lens built in, or a kit lens that comes with your interchangeable-lens camera system.


Prime lenses are lenses with a single or fixed focal length—or “non-zoom lenses,” if you will. Most new photographers see primes as relics from a time gone by, but there are some excellent reasons to add a prime lens (or two) to your camera bag.


The pros & cons of zoom lenses


There’s nothing wrong with zoom lenses in themselves; they’re very convenient indeed, and you can save yourself a lot of walking around by using one.


There are a few downsides to using zoom lenses, though. Most importantly, most cheap zoom lenses have variable maximum apertures, which means that as soon as you zoom in you potentially lose a lot of brightness.


The other downside with zoom lenses is that by strict definition they are a compromise. Because they are designed to work at a range of different focal lengths, the quality is slightly reduced compared with a good prime lens, which only has to work at one focal length.


Of course, there are zoom lenses that rival and in some cases exceed the quality of prime lenses—but they are so eye-wateringly expensive it makes your bank manager twitch. Unless you have a serious stack of dollar bills hidden behind your sofa, or you are taking photos for a living, the top-end zoom lenses remain a distant dream for most of us.


X Canon’s 70–300mm


fl/4.0–5.6 L zoom lens is a professional lens capable of producing images of extremely high quality. Its variable aperture means that it's not as capable in low light or as good at selective, shallow-focus effects as some other lenses; however, those other lenses are also much larger and considerably more expensive.


efl 16mm


efl 32mm


efl 56mm


V The Nikkor 85mm fl/1.4


is one of Nikon's classic professional lenses. With such a large maximum aperture it’s possible to isolate very narrow elements of an image. For this reason this lens is popular with portrait photographers, some of whom like to show their subject's eyes sharply in focus, while other features are softly blurred.
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