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A COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE TO IMPROVING YOUR LANDSCAPE PHOTOGRAPHY BY ONE OF TODAY’S FOREMOST LANDSCAPE PHOTOGRAPHERS


Landscape photography is perhaps the single most popular genre among DSLR owners. In 101 Top Tips for Digital Landscape Photography, experienced professional landscape guru Carl Heilman II gives the benefit of a lifetime spent shooting spectacular wilderness and mountain shots, offering a host of targeted tips and tricks that will allow photographers of all abilities to lift their landscape work to the next level.


The reader will learn how to harness natural drama, use difficult lighting situations to your advantage and capture unusual perspectives, all the while benefiting from Carl’s clear instruction and beautiful landscape work.
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Introduction


With all of their automatic features and technological advances, digital cameras make taking pictures so much easier than older film cameras. At the same time, however, that same new technology can be overwhelming.


Here’s my own camera history: In early September of 1975 I bought a used Minolta SRT 101 camera, and a roll of Kodachrome 64 film. I knew nothing about camera principles other than that setting a fast enough shutter speed kept the picture from blurring. There was a dial on the camera to set the ISO (ASA) speed of the film, another to adjust the shutter speed, and a ring on the lens to adjust the aperture. I would set the shutter speed so I could handhold it comfortably, then move the aperture ring until the circle matched up with the fluctuating light meter needle. I was essentially shooting in Program mode with a manual camera.


Gradually, I expanded my equipment beyond the lens that came with the camera, adding various wide-angle and telephoto lenses. I slowly absorbed the concepts of working with motion and depth of field, and began shooting from a tripod. Once I finally understood the qualities of different lighting and the idea behind focusing using the hyperfocal distance, everything came together for me.


After photographing for 30 years with film cameras, I upgraded to digital technology with a Nikon D200. Although the camera appeared quite compatible with my Nikon F100 film camera, it still took me a full day of reading through the manual and working with the D200 before I felt reasonably comfortable with the new technology. And that was just the beginning!


The bottom line is that basic camera principles are the same across all cameras. If you were comfortable shooting with film, all the same principles will apply to a digital camera; there are simply more options. Exposures are still controlled by varying the shutter speed and the aperture diameter. Depth of field is still related to the aperture’s diameter, and the shutter speed still controls how motion is captured.


I work with the automatic features of a camera, while applying the basic principles of the aperture and shutter. I generally use Evaluative metering, and override the settings with exposure compensation if I need to fine-tune the camera’s settings in different lighting and shooting situations—just as I did with my F100. An advantage of working with a digital camera is being able to adjust the ISO setting with every photo you take, giving the ability to shoot in an extensive range of lighting intensities.


Film has definite dynamic-range limitations, but there are methods to help work around the issues. There are still dynamic-range limits with digital cameras, but technological advances are such that it is easier to create landscape images that capture the full range of light we see with our eyes.


My goal in working with digital cameras is to utilize the best of today’s technology in the simplest way possible to create the best images I can. While I don’t need to know the algebra behind depth of field and the Circle of Confusion, I do need to understand the principles behind each. I only need to know how to read the charts that give me information on how to apply the formulas to my photography; I can look them up anytime. When I’m looking through the viewfinder, I simply need to know how to create the best composition, what will be in apparent focus, and whether there will be any motion issues. In order to achieve this, I use a workflow that keeps me shooting fluently and simply, so I can be more creative and have more time to experiment. This is the tried-and-tested method I’m going to teach you in this book. It’s all too easy to get intimidated by settings and buttons, but by understanding the smoothest way to work with the basic principles of your camera, you’ll have more fun in the field, and get perfect pictures by choice, not chance.




[image: images]


Understanding exposure, bracketing, depth of field, and high dynamic range were all helpful in creating this photograph.
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Nikon D300; 12mm; ISO 250; 1/60 second at ƒ/22
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Tonal balance, lines, color, and subjects that draw you in all help create an effective composition.
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Nikon D300; 20mm; ISO 200; 1/2 second at ƒ/22
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Take Control


No matter how technically advanced your camera may be, every photo you take is based on the settings for two features that are common to every camera—the aperture and the shutter. Together they each adjust exposure by controlling the amount of light reaching the camera’s sensor. Their settings also affect each composition. The size of the aperture opening controls depth of field (the distance from near to far where details in a photo appear sharp), and the length of time the shutter is open controls the appearance of motion (whether moving subjects will appear still and sharp or whether there is motion blur).


With a camera set on Auto or one of the Scene or Effects modes, the camera is essentially thinking for you, controlling the exposure, depth of field, and motion to create the image. However, this limits opportunities for personal creativity. The key to making the most of any camera is to understand the principles behind the aperture and shutter speed, and use them to the best advantage for every photo you take, while working in Aperture Priority, Shutter Priority, or Manual mode.


On a manual SLR (Single Lens Reflex) camera, each exposure was set by adjusting the aperture ring on the lens in conjunction with the shutter speed dial so that they would match up with the camera’s internal light meter. In time I learned how to under- or overexpose an image in order to compensate for the light meter’s reading in various shooting situations. Some photos turned out well, but I didn’t really understand why. I eventually gained an understanding of how to control depth of field and motion, and really took control of each image.


In the 1980s my newest camera had an automatic Program mode, as well as Aperture and Shutter Priority modes. By understanding the principles and working in Aperture or Shutter Priority modes, I could choose the depth-of-field or motion settings that were most important for the composition, and the camera’s evaluative metering automatically chose a corresponding aperture or shutter setting to create an optimal exposure. When I thought the light meter would be thrown off by the shooting situation, I used exposure compensation to override the camera.


I still shoot the same way, even with today’s high-tech cameras. Even with all the buttons and features on a new camera, as well as menu options for changing camera functions, the basic two features haven’t changed. The aperture and shutter are the only physical components of a camera that adjust the intensity of light for each exposure, and also affect each composition. It really is as simple as this! Understanding all the parameters of those two features puts you in control of each and every photo you shoot, and provides the ability to create perfect pictures every time.


[image: images]


This handheld photo required knowing how to work with the basic camera principles, including depth of field, motion, and exposure.
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Nikon D200; 16mm; ISO 200; 1/50 second at ƒ/16
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Working within the guidelines for shooting fireworks, I also added some fill flash to bring up the detail in the boats.
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Nikon D200; 18mm; ISO 200; 30 seconds at ƒ/11
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Maximizing depth of field by using the hyperfocal distance allowed sharp focus from just inches away to infinity.
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Nikon D300; 17mm; ISO 200; 1/5 second at ƒ/29
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The Four Essentials


Aperture Priority mode, Shutter Priority mode, ISO settings, and exposure compensation are four features I use most regularly on my digital camera to create my photographs. Working with Aperture or Shutter Priority mode and the camera’s Evaluative metering offers greater freedom while shooting, since there is less concern for exposure settings. I use Manual mode only when setting the shutter speed to Bulb for working with shutter speeds longer than the 30-second maximum, or for locking in specific settings. Using the Bulb setting means the shutter is held open for as long as you require, meaning exposures of minutes (or hours) can be made.


When shooting landscapes, my camera is set to Aperture Priority mode most of the time. Depth of field is typically the most critical consideration in landscape images, for either maximizing or minimizing the distance from near to far that will appear sharp in the final photo. Aperture Priority mode gives the camera a wide range of shutter speeds to create an accurate exposure with. With shutter speed options from 30 seconds to 1/8000 second, there is a 19-stop range of adjustment for the camera to work within.


Shutter Priority mode is reserved for specific situations when controlling motion is the most crucial element for the composition, and depth of field is not critical. This can be helpful for sports events, photojournalism, or wildlife photography, or for rendering motion blur a particular way. Shutter Priority mode is more restrictive, however, since even a fast lens with an aperture range of ƒ/2.8 to ƒ/22 has only a 7-stop adjustment range for the camera to select from. This may set off warnings in the viewfinder if the exposure requirements are beyond that range.


ISO settings adjust the sensitivity of the sensor to varying intensities of light, and provide a way to use specific aperture and shutter settings in all kinds of lighting situations. When working in Aperture or Shutter Priority modes, the ISO can be adjusted to a higher or lower setting, depending on the brightness of the scene, to work with the specific environment.


Exposure compensation is a quick way to adjust the tonal qualities of an exposure while working in an automatic shooting mode. If the image is too dark, lighten it with overexposure, and if the colors are washed out and the image is too light, darken it with underexposure. In Aperture Priority mode the camera will adjust the shutter speed to compensate, and in Shutter Priority mode it will compensate by adjusting the aperture.


[image: images]


This 1980s film camera has all of the same controls you’ll find on your digital camera—aperture, shutter, exposure compensation, and ISO adjustment.
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Aperture Priority mode was used to obtain the best depth of field to keep the bull in sharp focus while working with a softer background.
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Nikon D200; 190mm; ISO 200; 1/200 second at ƒ/11
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Shutter Priority mode was best here to keep a shutter speed that was fast enough to maintain clarity, and slow enough to allow some blur of the water. Exposure compensation was set to maintain appropriate brightness in the photo.
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Nikon D300; 170mm; ISO 250; 1/80 second at ƒ/16





[image: images]


Shutter speed, depth of field, and the ISO setting all played a part in getting this photo right.
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Nikon D200; 400mm; ISO 400; 1/30 second at ƒ/11
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Cameras to Fit Your Style


Making the right camera choice largely comes down to how many options you need for your picture-taking process, and the size and weight of the camera. A lot of people don’t want to carry around anything more than a point-and-shoot (compact) camera, while some are happy to take their photos with a cameraphone.


However, there’s no doubt that cameras with interchangeable lenses offer the greatest variety of options for serious landscape shooting. There are currently two options available: DSLR (digital SLR) cameras and CSCs (compact system cameras). In addition to allowing you to change the lens, these types of camera offer a wide range of exposure metering modes, automatic and manual shooting options, the ability to record high-quality Raw files, and more besides.


DSLRs are the more traditional of the two, with a wide range of lenses and other accessories available from a range of manufacturers. The SLR design means that they use an optical viewfinder that provides you with a “through the lens” view of your subject for accurate framing, although many also allow you to compose your shots using the rear LCD screen instead. With so many different makes and models available, there’s sure to be something to suit both your needs and your budget, and we will explore the key features to look for later in this chapter.


The second option—a CSC—is a much newer type of camera, with two distinct styles. The first looks and handles like a mini-DSLR, with a similar eye-level viewfinder. However, unlike a DSLR, a CSC uses an electronic viewfinder (“EVF”) instead of an optical viewing system.


Alternatively, an increasing number of CSCs have more of a point-and-shoot style, with small, compact bodies that sometimes do away with an eye-level viewfinder altogether in favor of a large rear LCD screen for framing and viewing your shots.


The advantage of a CSC over a DSLR camera is primarily one of size and weight: CSCs tend to be smaller and lighter, which means they are easier to carry around with you. However, buying a DSLR camera opens up a much wider range of lenses and other accessories, and in some cases they will have larger sensor sizes. This is important because, in general, the larger the sensor in a camera, the better it will be at creating clean, sharp images, especially in low-light situations.


But don’t confuse a bigger sensor with a higher resolution. Although there are cameras available offering 20 megapixels or more, you don’t necessarily need that many to produce high-quality photographs: 8 million pixels is largely regarded as equalling 35mm film in terms of quality. Instead, look out for useful features such as HDR, dynamic range optimization, and automatic exposure bracketing, which will all help you to take better landscape photographs.


[image: images]


Panasonic Lumix DMC-G5


The DMC-G5 is a light weight, but hardworking CSC option.
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Canon PowerShot SX50 HS


This point-and-shoot has an amazing zoom that extends from 24mm to 1200mm (full-frame equivalent).
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Nikon D800


A full-frame DSLR is a superb option for taking landscape photos and low-light shooting situations.
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Olympus TG-2 iHS


Shockproof and waterproof point-and-shoot cameras are the most durable option on the market.
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Keep it Fun


Although digital cameras are still based on the creative principles of the aperture and shutter, the technical aspects of these newer cameras can be rather overwhelming. While learning, work with one or two new features at a time until you’re comfortable with them, and then tackle a couple more. You can always revert back to Auto for a fast shooting situation until you’re comfortable with more technical principles and controls.


There are different ways to help keep the freshness in your photography. In addition to learning about new features, experiment with different lenses and shooting angles. Try adding specialized filters or lenses, like a Lensbaby, ND filter, or polarizer. Getting a better tripod can open up new ways to play with the camera and add a fresh look to your photos. Experiment with creative techniques, or set up some nighttime shoots and photograph the star-studded, moonlit landscape. Town and city landscapes also look their best with lights on in soft morning or evening light.


Give yourself assignments to work from to help perfect techniques for scenarios you’re having problems with, or try shooting in a different format. Every photographer has been in a rut at times, shooting everything with similar techniques and perspectives. Your first panoramic camera will let you go back to all the places you’ve been before and photograph fresh from a new perspective. Always try to revisit with a consciously fresh viewpoint: when leading my workshops, I’m often in similar locations. Each time I go, I find subtle changes and details that offer new perspectives. Plus, all light is good light, and you should make the most of it. It’s different every time, so work with it to give a fresh look to a scene you’ve photographed before.


Learn from photos you see. Figuring out how someone else took a photo you really like will help open new options to refine your own techniques for capturing the details of a unique situation. Shoot from the heart. Tune in to the imagery that has the most meaning for you and photograph from that perspective. The images will speak to others through your personal vision and interpretation.


It’s so much easier to experiment with digital photography than it was with film. Shoot images at crazy angles. Put the camera on the ground, or hold it over your head. Jump up and down with it, pan, or challenge yourself to do what Jim Brandenberg did, and just go out and shoot a single image each day, making it the best you could possibly take. Just remember why you picked up a camera in the first place, avoid getting hung up on the technical issues, and go out and have a great time!




[image: images]


Just go out and shoot! Join a camera club, or photograph with a friend.





05


Useful Camera Features


While you can use any camera, the following is a list of useful features for landscape photography:


Shooting Options
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	Weatherproof Camera Body: A rugged weatherproof camera body isn’t essential, but it’s best to protect your gear well.







	[image: images]


	Backlit Sensor: This feature applies mostly to compact cameras with smaller sensors. It’s a relatively new technology that simply moves most of the wiring and circuitry on the sensor to the back of the sensor, leaving more room for pixels on the front, which translates to better low-light capability.
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	Ultrasonic Sensor Cleaning: This feature nearly eliminates the need to physically clean a sensor, and results in minimal dusting issues in post-production.
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	100% Viewfinder: A 100% viewfinder helps eliminate stray details that show up around image edges on a less than 100% viewfinder.
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	Live View Mode: While I still prefer composing my images through a viewfinder, Live View mode opens up additional options for shooting situations where it’s difficult to use the viewfinder. The larger the LCD screen, and the more pixels it has, the easier it is to see image details during playback.
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	Built-in Flash: A built-in flash that’s always there can handle outdoor highlighting and “fill” flash situations nicely.







	[image: images]


	Automatic Exposure Bracketing: Bracket whenever there is any question about being able to capture the full exposure range. You may find it handier to have a “bracket button,” rather than a menu-driven option, and some models can also bracket ISO in addition to exposure bracketing with either the aperture or shutter.
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	Depth-of-field Preview Button: This feature lets you see through the lens to check the sharpness of the image at the actual aperture setting. This is especially helpful for critical-focus situations when using a macro or telephoto lens.







	[image: images]


	Mirror Lock-up: Having a mirror lock-up feature is essential when using big lenses with magnified views to eliminate camera shake when the mirror swings up inside the camera.










[image: images] Ideal Landscape Camera Features


12+ megapixels


3"+ LCD screen size


100% viewfinder (optical or hi-res electronic)


Auto ISO range/bracket


Backlit sensor


Automatic Exposure Bracketing feature


Built-in flash


Depth-of-field preview


Image sensor cleaning


Live View mode


Mirror lock-up


Raw file option


Weatherproof construction
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Having essential landscape features makes it easier to adjust the camera functions and settings in the field.
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Nikon D300; 170mm; ISO 200; 1/40 second at ƒ/9
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Working with Live View mode on a Nikon D300S.
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Using the built-in flash with a reversed 24mm prime lens to enhance the color tones for a macro shot.
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Live View Advantages & Disadvantages


Viewing a scene from unusual vantage points offers new landscape perspectives. Utilizing Live View mode helps capture photos in situations where it’s not possible to look through the viewfinder.


I often shoot landscapes from the perspective of a flower or another detail that is close to the camera. The closer you can get to the subject, the more unique the angle—and Live View mode helpfully lets you check the composition without having to crawl in the mud or snow. A right-angle adapter for the viewfinder can be helpful, but most often this still won’t keep you off the ground, and also won’t work for the overhead shots. For creative angles, try holding the camera up over your head to shoot, or put it on a tripod or monopod and hold that up as high as you can. Place the camera at ground- or water-level, slide it out on ice that’s too thin to walk on, or use it to shoot wildlife or people unobtrusively.


Some cameras allow you to zoom in to a specific area of the Live View image and choose a specific point of focus (either manually or using the camera’s AF system). This is helpful for setting the hyperfocal distance. If your camera’s Live View mode is WYSIWYG (“what you see is what you get”), zoom in and scroll around the near and far details to check the depth of field throughout the image before taking the shot. An image composed in Live View mode may also reflect tonal changes made with exposure compensation or exposure adjustment with manual controls. These changes also show up in a live histogram.


Most cameras allow you to change the information shown on-screen in Live View mode, and these options may include a live histogram, virtual horizon, shooting information, framing guidelines, or the option to turn the information screen off. The biggest issue with Live View mode is seeing the LCD in sunny conditions. Personally, I also find it tougher to see composition details on an LCD. Looking through the viewfinder shields all other distractions, so you can concentrate completely on the whole image, from near to far and side to side. But as much as I prefer composing within the confines of a 100% viewfinder, there are unique shooting situations where I will readily switch to Live View.
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Live View mode makes photo angles like this possible, for situations when you don’t need to be—or can’t be, looking through the viewfinder. A participant in one of my workshops, working at rock-level, composing the image using Live View.
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By working with Live View mode for this shot, I didn’t have to lie down on the wet rocks to look through the viewfinder.
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Nikon D200; 12mm; ISO 200; 1/160 second at ƒ/16
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This rattlesnake was photographed in the wild with a 105mm macro lens. The camera was on a clamp head at the end of a tripod leg. I used Aperture Priority, autofocus, and composed with Live View mode from a safe distance, triggering the camera with a cable release.
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Nikon D300; 105mm; ISO 320; 1/160 second at ƒ/16
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The Playback Menu


There’s more to playback than just reviewing images. This is your chance to check all of your image details, including composition, exposure data, and sharpness. On some models, certain playback features are a menu setup option. Once the camera is set up, scrolling through the display modes on each photo will bring up the features.


Most cameras have a Show Highlights option that provides you with an easy way of seeing where highlight information may be clipped. Typically, areas that are pure white in the image will flash on-screen to make you aware of the potential problem. Some cameras also have a Show shadows mode that will indicate areas of pure black, showing clipped shadow areas.


In addition to showing clipped highlights or shadows, all cameras have a playback histogram that will also provide you with a good indication of the exposure—providing you understand how to interpret it. A histogram shows all of the tonal information recorded in the image from dark (left edge) to light (right edge) in the form of a graph. If the graph line touches either end of the histogram, part of the image is either pure white or black. The larger the histogram, the easier it is to see any issues, so if you can, set up your camera to show a full-screen histogram.


It’s sometimes good to check the shooting data of an image and use one or more of the specs for shooting another photo. Displaying the shooting data (or not) during playback is a menu item on some cameras, and a standard playback feature on others.
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