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Introduction


This is just about one of the most clichéd things I could say, but right now, wherever you are in the world, you are surrounded by many potentially amazing photographic opportunities—all you have to do is see and not just look.


I witness many people looking without seeing, but with this book I hope to change the way that you view the world, giving you a perspective that allows you to see things. For example, until I became “serious” about photography I never really noticed just how beautifully made a lot of movies and TV programs are. A good videographer will be adept at using bokeh, time lapse, tilt-shift, or close-ups, to name just a few techniques. The more you see, the more you will realize that your favorite TV dramas and movies utilize the exact same techniques that you can use as a photographer to create stunning scenes.


But let’s get off the couch and stop watching TV—it’s time to get some proper exercise for your eyes. Just as your body will deteriorate if you don’t head to the gym on a regular basis, so too will your ability to see a photo if you don’t dedicate yourself to getting out there and taking pictures. While you might not start out taking the greatest photos in the first few months, do not give up trying—the eye needs to be trained, and there really is only one way to do this.
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ELECTRIC ANGLES





The lines and geometry created by an electricity pylon can be used as a striking design element.
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LOST SOUL





This photo shows a woman seated on the ground, with two umbrellas abandoned in the foreground. The woman sits rather like Cinderella after midnight has passed.
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AS DULL AS DITCH WATER?





With a little creativity this puddle was turned into something altogether more colorful.


Once you’re out of the house, look around for photo opportunities. You don’t need to look far. Your front door could make a good frame for a portrait. Or how about that brick wall you pass by every day and don’t really notice anymore? That wall might have great texture and repeating patterns that could be used as a background or an abstract shot in its own right.


A little farther down the street you might get to that electricity pylon that you thought was an eyesore, but look closer: Is there an angle that will enable you to take a striking shot using the pylon’s natural geometry?


Then there’s that puddle again. It’s just a puddle, right? Wrong! Water can create great reflections, and when used correctly will make a super shot.


This is just the start, and despite traveling only a few yards from your house you should already have your eyes wide open, starting to see the beauty in the world around you.





BASICS: EQUIPMENT
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Cameras


The camera I generally use these days is Canon’s EOS 5D MkII. Some people will say that this is Canon’s best camera (at least at the time of writing), but I fervently believe the quality of the images is more about the photographer than the camera they use. The inevitable question is: “if you’re so sure, why don’t you sell your big, heavy camera, and use a compact digital camera instead?” This is a valid question for sure, and it’s one that I hope to answer over the coming pages.


Anybody can use a camera to take a photo, but how do we create images that really stimulate the eye? A lot of the time a good photo will have two important elements: it will tell a story and it will focus on the subject, without allowing the viewer to be distracted by other details within the photo. My feeling is that you can divide photographers into those two categories as well—storytellers and minimalists. A great photographer will combine these elements into one cohesive photograph, but do you need an expensive camera with a premium-price lens to do this? The simple answer is “no.” Neither storytelling, nor focusing on the subject, is dependent on the camera, which is why it is the photographer and not the camera that is the most important factor in photography.


In addition, photography often utilizes design elements such as minimalism, repetition, contrast, shadows, silhouettes, and reflections to create striking photographs, sometimes using more than one of these in the same image. Whatever camera you’re using, be it an expensive digital SLR or the camera built into your cellphone, these elements are there to be captured. So again it is more about the photographer than the camera.


The other thing that the photographer has that a camera doesn’t is a brain, and the human imagination is an amazing thing. I could be visiting a new city, or perhaps attending a festival, but I’ll have planned in my mind the type of shots I’m anticipating taking prior to getting there. In other words, a little forward planning helps focus the mind on the task in hand and, as a friend of mine once said, good photographs come when planning and spontaneity collide.
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STORY AND SUBJECT MATTER


In this photograph the woman preparing her bike provides the story. We can imagine she has a hard life because of the context provided by the background.


As a composition it has three strong lines running through the background, and there are no other elements in the scene to distract from the cyclist, giving it an almost minimalist quality.





DIGITAL SLR VERSUS IPHONE


The interest in this photograph of a guard in traditional costume is provided by his shadow, and the way the shadow at the left frames him. In this instance there is very little to choose between an image produced by an iPhone and one taken using a digital SLR camera. The image is striking as a result of decisions made by the photographer, not because of the equipment used.


[image: image]


[image: image]


So let’s return to the earlier question: why have a digital SLR camera at all? The simple reason is that a digital SLR camera gives you more options when taking photos. Depending on how you utilize those options it can enhance your photographs and make it easier to achieve a “clean” image. A digital SLR allows you to adjust the exposure to the finest degree, thanks to full control over the aperture, shutter speed, and ISO, which in turn means that you can work under a variety of lighting conditions that would challenge less sophisticated cameras. The ability to change lenses on a digital SLR (or nonreflex interchangeable lens camera) also gives you a big advantage over a camera with a fixed lens, as you can attach a wide-angle lens to achieve dramatic compositions, or fit a super-telephoto to shoot a subject at a distance.


However, the advantages that a digital SLR camera gives you will count for nothing if you don’t know how to properly use it, and this is again why it is about the photographer and not the camera. Those photographers who don’t exploit bokeh and don’t require long exposures are likely to get great photos with a compact digital camera, and be very happy with the results. In fact, I sometimes use my iPhone to take photos, simply because it is a challenge to be limited by the parameters of a less elaborate camera and to see what kind of photographs can be produced.


Above all, you should be taking photos even when you don’t have a camera with you (although a good photographer should always have their camera with them). You don’t need a camera to look around, and it can be a useful exercise to compose pictures in your mind, thinking about what it is you want to achieve from a scene, and then perhaps returning with your camera to take the photograph you have envisaged.





DESIGN ELEMENTS


Any type of camera can capture the design elements that could make a photo interesting. Here is a selection of images, some taken with a digital SLR and others with an iPhone—does it matter which is which?
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THE DIGITAL SLR ADVANTAGE


A digital SLR camera really comes into its own at nighttime (and in other low-light conditions), but you also have the benefit of being able to change lenses.


This night shot required a long exposure, which would most likely produce an image with a lot of noise using a compact digital camera. I also used a fisheye lens, and the very wide viewing angle and distortion that this type of lens produces is simply not available with compact digital cameras.



Camera settings


As noted, the real difference between a digital SLR (or SLR-style camera) and a point-and-shoot camera or phone is the level of control you have, and the settings you can change when taking photos. If you’re a beginner, learning what all of the buttons and menus on your camera do can be a little daunting, but as an experienced photographer all of this information should be programmed into your mind.


Shooting modes


Most cameras have a range of preset shooting modes, but more advanced cameras will have manual settings as well. Being able to take control of your camera manually gives you a lot more flexibility, but you need to know what you’re doing with these settings.
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Tip


If you’re new to photography it is useful to check the aperture and shutter speed settings when you use your camera’s automatic modes—they will give you an idea of the settings you might want to use as a starting point when you experiment with the manual modes.








Automatic modes


When you set an automatic mode, the camera does all the thinking for you, so you just have to point and shoot. This is fine for snapshots, but if you really want to progress as a photographer you’re going to want to stop using these settings quickly. If you’ve bought a digital SLR camera and only ever use the automatic modes, then it’s fair to say that you’ve probably wasted your money and you would be better served by a good point-and-shoot compact digital camera that you can fit in your pocket.


Automatic: The camera chooses all of the settings, including exposure, white balance, and so on—all you do is frame the shot and push the shutter-release button. It is worth noting that while the camera’s automatic setting can produce great results, it doesn’t always get it right.


Portrait: The camera sets a fairly wide aperture so the background is blurred, but your subject stays sharp.


Landscape: The camera chooses a mid-range aperture so the depth of field will keep a lot of your scene in focus, from the foreground to the background.


Macro: Allows you to take extreme close-ups of objects. In the case of a digital SLR camera you will need a special lens to fully utilize this.


Sports: The camera chooses a fast shutter speed to help you freeze the action.


Sunset: Optimized so that the rich colors of sunset (or sunrise) are retained.


Night: The camera uses a high ISO setting to achieve a fast shutter speed to help avoid camera shake.


Flash off: Does exactly what it say—the camera’s flash will not fire, regardless of the light levels.


Manual modes


When you switch your camera from automatic to manual, the fun and experimentation with photography begins. The different manual modes offer varying levels of control over the camera, and if you’re a serious photographer this is where you should be.


Program: The camera chooses the aperture and shutter speed pairing. Many cameras allow you to adjust this paired setting, while keeping the same exposure overall.


Aperture Priority: This is a popular mode as you can change the aperture quickly, while the camera sets an appropriate shutter speed. This allows you to change your depth of field almost instantaneously and therefore you’ll not miss the shot.


Shutter Priority: You decide the shutter speed while the camera sets the aperture. This mode can be useful for techniques such as panning or long exposures, or if you want to use a very fast shutter speed to freeze movement.


Manual: You have absolute control of all the settings on the camera. You can use Manual mode to control your depth of field; intentionally over- or underexpose your shot; and create myriad striking effects in-camera. If there is one drawback, it is that it takes slightly longer to set the camera.
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PORTRAITS





If you set your camera to its Portrait mode it will set a wide aperture. This means the background will appear out of focus, so the viewer’s eye is drawn to the subject.
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LANDSCAPES





Most landscape photographs will try to keep everything sharp by using a mid-range aperture setting for a larger depth of field. This is precisely what your camera’s Landscape mode is programmed to do.



Exposure controls


There are three controls that are used primarily to determine the exposure of a photograph: the aperture, the shutter speed, and the ISO sensitivity. The three combine to produce what is known as an “exposure value” and photographers are always trying to balance these values to achieve the best result. If you are new to photography, then mastering this relationship is really one of the first things you need to be focusing on: these three values, together with the amount of available light, control the exposure of your photograph.






Self-timer


Many cameras have a self-timer feature, which can be useful if you want to take a self-portrait. It is also useful for triggering your camera without touching it—if you want to take a long exposure from a tripod pressing the shutter-release button could cause camera shake.








Aperture:


The aperture controls the amount of light coming into the camera by increasing or decreasing the diameter of a diaphragm inside the lens. It also controls the depth of field. The aperture is one of the most important settings on a camera, so it’s necessary to have a good feel for what it does. The following will help you to understand the relationship between the f-numbers used to describe the aperture setting and their effect.


• Wide aperture (ƒ/1.2–ƒ/4): Used for shallow depth of field and creating “bokeh.” A wide aperture setting is often used for portrait and still-life photography when you want a precise part of the scene to appear in focus.


• Mid-range aperture (ƒ/5.6–ƒ/10): The majority of lenses are at their sharpest at mid-range aperture settings and the depth of field is sufficient for most general subjects. These are the easiest settings for novice photographers to start exploring.


• Small aperture (ƒ/11–ƒ/32): At these settings you will have a large depth of field, so a lot of the scene will appear sharp, from foreground to background. These settings are generally used for landscape photographs, but it’s worth noting that some lenses lose sharpness at their smallest apertures.


Shutter speed:


The shutter speed controls how long the light is allowed to reach the sensor in your camera for. You can vary this setting to either freeze motion or create motion blur.


• Fast shutter speed (1/60–1/8000 sec): Allows you to “freeze” movement. The faster your subject is moving, the faster the shutter speed that is needed.


• Slow shutter speed (1/50–1/2 sec): These shutter speeds can be used to create motion blur, perhaps through panning. A steady hand or a monopod is advised if you want to avoid camera shake.


• Ultra-slow shutter speed (1 second+): Very slow shutter speeds can be used to take photos of moving traffic, water, and other subjects where you want to enhance motion blur. Can also be used for star trails, but a tripod is essential for long exposures, regardless of the subject.


ISO:


The ISO essentially refers to how sensitive your sensor is to the light—the higher the ISO, the more sensitive it is. A digital camera allows you to set a different ISO each time you take a photograph, but note that high ISO settings can begin to introduce undesirable background “noise” into your images.



White balance


White balance is important primarily for making sure that the colors in your images are “correct”—the light that your flash produces is cooler than the light from the sun, for example. Most cameras feature a selection of preset options and manual controls. The presets are likely to include options for sun, shade, cloud, incandescent, fluorescent, and flash lighting, as well as an automatic white balance (AWB) setting that lets the camera decide the color balance. Advanced cameras will also allow you to choose a specific white balance based on the color temperature, measured in degrees Kelvin (K), and may allow you to set a custom white balance.
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CUSTOM WHITE BALANCE


Getting the correct white balance is important if you want to avoid undesirable color casts, but white balance can also be used “artistically.” In this photo, a custom white balance was set with an infrared filter over the lens. When the filter was removed, the white balance produced images with a deep blue color.





Focus


Most digital cameras will allow you to focus automatically or manually, and the majority offer multiple focus points to choose from. If the camera is set to fully automatic focusing it will choose which focus point is used, and therefore decide what to focus on. This might work some of the time, but it is far better to choose the focus point yourself to avoid back focus. Back focus occurs when the camera focuses on the background, and not the subject. Although you are selecting a focus point, the camera will still focus automatically, but you will know with certainty which focus point it will be using. Of course, manual focus is also an option if you really want to take control, although how easy this is will depend on the camera you are using.





FOCUS POINT


When taking a photo, make sure the focus is on your subject, and not on the background. When you (or your camera) focus on the background by accident, this is called “back focus.”
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Lenses


The lens you shoot with is going to make a big difference to the type of photo you take. It won’t make or break your shot, but it is going to have an impact. Lenses can be divided broadly into two categories: prime lenses and zoom lenses. It is possible to buy zoom or prime lenses that cover focal lengths from super-wide to super-telephoto. Each type of lens has its advantages and disadvantages, so it often comes down to your photographic style when deciding which lens to get.


Prime lens


Primes lenses have a fixed focal length (see here) and are often used for taking portraits, street photos, and photographs in low-light situations because they typically have a large maximum aperture. A large aperture allows you to use a shallow depth of field, which means the area of your image that appears in focus is very narrow. In practical terms this means your subject can be in focus, but the background will be out of focus. This can isolate your subject and give your photo real impact.


The other great thing about a lens with a large aperture setting is that it lets in a lot of light, which can be invaluable when you’re taking photos in low-light conditions.


Zoom lens


The other type of lens you will come across is a zoom lens. These lenses cover a range of focal lengths, so you can change your focal length very quickly—from wide-angle to telephoto, for example—which can be advantageous at times. A zoom lens is usually handy to have when you’re photographing something that has a fast, dynamic edge and you simply wouldn’t have time to change lenses without missing a shot. For this reason, a lot of wedding photographers use a zoom lens, as do sports and news photographers.
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