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Foreword


Since the early days of photography, there have been many books and general writings covering all the various aspects of what, in my view, is the most wonderfully creative and remarkably exploratory artistic field. When given the right toolset, it is an endeavour that can fully engage and transform all who practise it.


Benedict asks us to acknowledge that our photography should be a process of noticing and discovery; utilizing not only sight but also our hearing, smell, touch and feelings to build an impression before the camera is employed.


Benedict’s book offers so much about the crucial importance for the person behind the camera to be assured of producing images that have parity with their own unique creative and human response to the world around them. This is not a book about producing simply a photographic ‘record’ of a subject.


Be assured that within the accessible pages of this book can be found all the knowledge required to produce photographs that will fulfil the photographer’s creative intentions. Designed with ingenious, simple and instantly understandable illustrations, the photographer is guided effortlessly through all the rewarding processes of photography.


This book is from the hand of a photographer who clearly understands all that is needed, both emotionally and technically, to allow you to excel in the wonderful world of photography.


– Charlie Waite
www.charliewaite.com





Introduction


If you’re reading this book, the chances are you’re feeling ready to take the next steps in your photographic journey. Expressing yourself through the language of photography can be a wonderful thing.


However, there will be a time when to really express yourself, you’ll need to take control of your tools, and that means getting to grips with some of the fundamentals of photography.


While smartphone cameras are fabulous tools that make image-making fun and accessible to just about anyone, they can only take you so far and have some limitations. If you’re serious about your image-making, understanding the basics of photography along with mastering some essential skills, techniques and theories will give you the creative toolbox you need to take control of your vision and express yourself.


Through a no-nonsense, jargon-free ‘conversation’, this book will help you explore the fundamentals of photographic theory, giving you a solid foundation for building your photographic practice. Not only will you get to grips with the basics of exposure, camera controls, composition and light, you’ll also gain insight into some core creative skills and ideas on how to shoot some of the more popular subjects and genres.


– Benedict Brain
@benedict_brain
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How to use this book


This is a book to keep in your camera bag. The idea is to dip in and out of the book. Keep it on hand as a constant, reassuring and friendly companion on your photographic journey.


You may wonder why there are no photos in a book about photography. Well, the beautiful illustrations tell the story in such a way that it leaves room in your imagination to go in whichever creative direction you like. I don’t want you to emulate example photos from a book, I want you to be inspired to find your way of looking and discover your vision and photographic voice.


I want you to feel that through this book, you have a friendly voice close to hand to help, encourage, and point you in the right direction when needed. If you’re stuck for creative ideas, use the book as a way to try a new technique or genre that throws you out of your comfort zone. Above all, I want you to use this book to have fun, unleash your creativity and enjoy making photographs unencumbered with boring explanations, technical jargon and overly complicated techniques.


I hope that the book becomes a grubby, dog-eared and much-loved resource for you. You’re able to use it as a springboard for further enquiry.




[image: Illustration]






Camera types



Here’s a round up of some of the cameras you’re likely to come across on your photographic journey.
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Smartphone


The best camera is the one you’ve got with you. More often than not, that’s your mobile phone’s camera. These are generally brilliant, but you have limited control to get creative in the way that you will discover in this book.
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DSLR


A conventional single-lens reflex camera (SLR or DSLR) is a standard camera that most people will be familiar with – see overleaf for more.


Mirrorless


A relatively new camera style evolved from DSLRs. See overleaf for more.
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Rangefinder



Rangefinder cameras feature a separate viewfinder, so unlike a DSLR, you won’t be looking directly through the lens. The advantage is that the viewfinders are brighter. Rangefinders are typically film cameras, but some digital cameras still use this technology, for example the eye-wateringly expensive Leica M-series cameras.
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Medium format


Medium-format cameras simply have larger sensors; they tend to be more specialist and expensive. The larger sensors have a higher resolution, better dynamic range and so on. But unless you have the ambition to make very large fine art prints or are working in advertising, this format will probably be more than you need.
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Large format


You can attach film or digital backs to these very technical cameras. The film or sensor area is massive, meaning unparalleled quality. They’re also complicated and clunky to use but have the advantage that the lens and film planes can be tilted, shifted and swivelled, giving greater control over planes of focus, converging vertices and so on. This is specialist equipment, not for the fainthearted and won’t be covered in this book.



What is the difference between a mirrorless and a DSLR camera, and which is better?



As you can see from the diagram, the fundamental difference is in the design. A DSLR has a mirror, and a mirrorless doesn’t (obviously). Until relatively recently, DSLRs have been the standard go-to type of camera used by most professionals and serious enthusiasts. However, with technological advances, mirrorless systems have become a more viable option; camera manufacturers seem to be pushing more resources at developing them, and they are becoming more and more popular.


Which should I use?


Both have pros and cons, and you must decide what’s important. The main pro of using a DSLR is that the mirror allows you to see through the lens, so you’ll see the image exactly as the camera will see it. The way autofocus systems work used to be better on DSLRs. However, advances with mirrorless technology have largely caught up. DSLRs have been around longer than mirrorless cameras, so there is typically a wider range of lenses available, which is a deal-breaker for some people.


By comparison, mirrorless cameras are smaller and more compact, and the range of available lenses is increasing rapidly. It seems that this is the direction camera manufacturers are going. While you may not be looking directly through the lens when using a mirrorless camera, you will look at an electronic rendering of exactly what the camera is seeing, sent to the electronic viewfinder (EVF) or LCD screen directly from the camera’s sensor. The quality of this electronic image used to be pretty rubbish, but these days it is generally outstanding. You can also see how the exposure will look and apply any in-camera styles and presets (such as black and white).
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Camera basics



What do all the buttons and dials on a camera do?


Each camera is different. However, some features are common to all cameras. The diagram and annotations on these pages will highlight the basics, but you should consult your camera’s manual for specifics.


Shutter release


This is what you press to take a photo.


Aperture ring or dial


Use this dial to change the aperture. This is sometimes built into the lens and sometimes allocated to a specific dial.


Shutter speed dial


This dial can be used to change the camera’s shutter speed.


Mode selection dial


There are a bunch of different shooting modes, from completely manual, where you have control of the camera’s settings, to fully automatic or program mode, in which you relinquish control to the camera. We’ll discuss all these modes in other parts of the book.


Lens


Seems obvious, right? It is. Remember to remove the cap.


D-pad control


Some cameras have this navigation pad to move focus points around the screen. Not all cameras will have this feature.


LCD screen


The screen on the back of the camera. This is where you can view images that you’ve taken and where you can access your camera’s menu system. It can be difficult to see in bright light.


Viewfinder


You look through this to frame your photo. Increasingly, and especially with mirrorless cameras, this is an electronic viewfinder (EVF), and you’ll be looking at a digital image. With a DSLR camera, you’ll be looking through the camera’s lens.


Focus mode selector


Use this button to switch between manual and autofocus; manual can be helpful in tricky situations such as night photography.


Exposure compensation dial


Use this dial to make your images lighter or darker. Better still, learn the basics of the exposure triangle and adjust your aperture and shutter speed accordingly.


Front command dial


On most cameras the function of this dial can be customized to whatever you wish. I set this to change the ISO, but you may prefer something else.
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The right camera for you



Which camera should I get?


That is a good question and one that is very hard to answer, as it depends on so many varying factors. The first is your budget. In the first instance, be warned, things can start to get expensive quickly, and it’s easy to get sucked in by all the marketing, hype and reviews that’ll tell you what you need. But even with a level head, have a realistic expectation that there’s some investment. It’s not just a camera and lenses; you’ll need a whole bunch of other equipment, such as memory cards, hard drives and a computer.


My brother uses a Nikon and says that is the way to go. Is he right?


Not really; you should go the way you feel is good for you and your photography. That might be Nikon, but it might not be. You’ll no doubt get told that you should do this and that by lots of different people. With the best intentions, their advice can be more confusing than helpful. However, if your brother, friends or family are into photography and have already invested in a system, it could be worth considering using the same system as them, as you may be able to share lenses and accessories, keeping costs down.


What should I look for?


You should ask yourself first what you think you will most likely want to photograph. Most modern cameras boast many features and functions, but honestly, many won’t make you a better photographer, and in many cases, they’ll be wasted on you. For example, if you are passionate about creating slow, mindfully considered landscapes, why would you need a camera that can shoot 13 frames per second? You probably wouldn’t, so it’s not worth paying for it. Look for a camera that’s more suited to what you need. That might be a high-resolution sensor so you can make large prints or capture more detail for landscape photography, or it might be super-fast focusing and 12 frames per second for action and wildlife.


A camera is just a creative tool; it is important to choose the right tool and that you can understand how to use it easily. If you can, take the time to go to a camera store and get a sense of how it feels to use. Even a half-decent camera store should be able to help you navigate the complexities and, at the very least, let you hold one and get a feel for it. Events like the Photography Show in the UK are great places to test gear, and many countries host similar events.



What about a secondhand camera?



Great question! There are some excellent deals on used equipment, and it’s a sensible option to consider, especially if you’re on a budget. However, like anything secondhand, there’s a risk involved. Some reputable online companies even offer a warranty that gives you peace of mind.
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How light is captured



How does a sensor work?


Very crudely and in a sentence or two, a camera’s sensor comprises millions of photodiodes (pixels) that capture light. When you press the shutter release, the sensor is exposed to light, effectively opening the door to let the light in. The photodiodes convert light into an electrical charge which is in turn converted into digital values, and an image is formed.


Why do sensors come in different sizes?


The sensor size refers to the physical dimensions of the image sensor in your digital camera. Different sensor sizes impact image quality and camera performance. What you choose depends on many factors, but most significantly, your budget, what you intend to photograph and what you plan to do with the photographs.


Based on the size and ratio of a 35mm film frame (36x24mm), full-frame sensors have high image quality, wide dynamic range and good low-light performance. APS-C sensors (typically around 22x15mm) are smaller, resulting in a narrower field of view and minor image-quality differences. Micro Four Thirds sensors (17.3x13mm) are even smaller, offering portability and a deep depth of field, although it’s harder to achieve a shallow depth of field.


Smaller sensors like those found in smartphones are tiny by comparison, so the image quality and ability to achieve a shallow depth of field is limited. However, as we all know, they offer convenience and portability. Even medium- and large-format sensors exist and offer unparalleled image quality and the ability to achieve a super-shallow depth of field, but these are also very expensive.


What’s the difference between sensor types?


There are several types of image sensors: CCD (charge-coupled device) sensors and CMOS (complementary metal-oxide-semiconductor) are the main ones available in consumer cameras. CCD sensors offer high image quality but consume more power. CMOS sensors are more widely used due to their low power consumption and versatility. Sigma Imaging makes a Foveon sensor, which captures light differently and has the potential to be interesting but is quite niche.
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Lenses



One of the advantages of DSLR and mirrorless cameras is the ability to change lenses. However, deciding which lens to use presents a minefield of choices that can be quite confusing and expensive.


Where should I start?


Many photographers argue, and I agree, that you’re better off spending your money on decent glass than fancy cameras. Start simply and build from that. Typically, the ‘kit’ lenses that come with entry-level cameras are not great, but they’ll be fine to get you going. However, you’ll no doubt want to tease out more quality from your glass in time. Think about starting with one simple prime lens.


Okay, which lens would you start with?


A 50mm lens is generally considered a ‘standard’ lens; some even call it ‘the nifty fifty’. Its field of view is not far from the human eye, so it’ll feel natural to use. Start with this and just use one lens for a year or so. It will make you a better photographer, guaranteed.


What about other focal lengths?


There’s a whole bunch, from extremely wide-angle to telephoto, as shown in the diagram. Selecting the right focal length to work with is an essential part of the creative process. Not only are there a lot of focal lengths to choose from, there are other considerations too, which we’ll look at over the next couple of pages.


Why do people mention 35mm equivalent when talking about lenses?


The term ‘35mm’ has become a standard way of measuring, comparing and getting a sense of a lens’s field of view. It’s based on how a lens’s angle of view would appear when using a traditional 35mm film camera; the size of the 35mm film is also the same as a full-frame sensor and has become a standard. So, to have a similar field of view as a 50mm lens on a full-frame (35mm) camera, you would typically need a lens with a focal length of around 35mm on an APS-C camera. The smaller APS-C sensors have a ‘crop factor’, often around 1.5x or 1.6x, effectively increasing the focal length. So, a lens with a focal length of approximately 35mm on an APS-C sensor would provide a similar field of view as a 50mm lens on a full-frame camera.
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How does a lens work?



Put simply, a lens is a transparent optical element, usually glass, that focuses light onto a camera’s image sensor. It works by bending light rays as they pass through it. Convex lenses converge incoming parallel rays of light, while concave lenses diverge them. This bending of light allows the lens to control the direction and focus of the light rays, forming a sharp and clear image on the camera’s sensor. The lens’s shape determines its focal length, affecting the magnification. A typical camera lens is made by moulding glass into specific shapes. The glass is then ground and polished to refine its surface. Various coatings, such as anti-reflective, are added, and the elements, of which there are typically many, are assembled into a lens barrel with rings for focus and aperture control.


How does image stabilization work?


Some lenses have a switch on the lens barrel to turn image stabilization on or off. It cleverly uses gyroscopic sensors and moving lens elements to keep things steady and help you get sharper shots.


Why would I ever turn it off?


Switching it off when using a tripod is advisable, as the motors might cause some vibration. Also if you’re using panning techniques to photograph sports and action shots.


Is it worth having?


Yes, especially with big and heavy telephoto or zoom lenses. It can save you from reaching for the tripod, cranking up your ISO or using artificial light.
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