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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.





Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.





You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.






LIFE IN 50MM


INTRODUCTION
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The 50mm lens has long been a favorite choice for photographers. It’s an essential part of a kit, and as someone who has used a wide range of lenses, I somehow always end up back with the 50mm, as do many of my fellow photographers. If I had to pick one lens to shoot with forever, this would be it. In fact, when I travel, it’s often the only lens I pack with me. But why, when there’s so much out there to choose from? Surely you’d want as much variety as possible, you might be thinking.


In today’s world, where we’re bombarded with an overwhelming choice of cameras and lenses, and with technology advancing month by month, the 50mm lens offers us the perfect antidote to the wide range of equipment options: simplicity, accessibility, quality, agility, and affordability.


It’s an all-encompassing classic lens that can be used to shoot a diverse range of images in virtually any scenario: from close-up portraits to low-light photography at night, and from landscapes and reportage to fashion—and that’s only skimming the surface. Almost any type of photography can be done with a 50mm lens— and at high, professional quality.


This book is a tribute to this beautiful little piece of glass, with contributions from talented photographers across the world who are avid and enthusiastic 50mm shooters. Through these images, we’ll provide a deep insight into life in 50mm, demonstrating the versatility that this lens provides.


All the images have accompanying stories explaining how and why they were shot, with the aim of illustrating the full scale of the 50mm’s vast ability and creativity. The 50mm will soon be your new best friend, if it isn’t already.









LIFE IN 50MM


THE NIFTY FIFTY


WHAT IS A 50MM LENS?


The 50mm is a prime lens. Put simply, this means it has a fixed focal length (unifocal) and doesn’t offer any zoom functionality. What you see is what you get.


Before we go into more detail about the lens itself, let’s take a look at the different types of cameras we can use.
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35MM & DSLR CAMERAS


A 35mm film camera refers to the standard and common film format for analog SLRs (single lens reflex, or cameras with the option of interchangeable lenses). The 35mm frame is 36 × 24mm. Before the digital age, all SLR cameras used 35mm film, and they all captured the same amount of the scene being shot with any given focal length.


When digital cameras came along, sensors replaced film. A full-frame DSLR (digital SLR) uses a sensor of equivalent size to a 35mm film camera (36 × 24mm), essentially emulating its analog predecessors.


Then, there are more consumer-friendly DSLRs that are cheaper, and have smaller, or cropped, sensors, so that the frame size is reduced compared to that of a 35mm film camera or a full-frame DSLR.


At top right, opposite, you can see a comparison of the two frame sizes, illustrating the difference this makes to your images. As we can see, despite using the same 50mm lens on both cameras, the frame size of the cropped-sensor image is narrower due to the sensor being smaller, creating a frame equivalent to a 75mm lens on a full-frame camera. Using a 35mm lens on a cropped-sensor camera would produce about the same field of view as a 50mm lens on a full-frame camera.


In the grand scheme of things, whether your camera is full-frame or smaller, while it’s useful to understand the difference between the two, it shouldn’t have a considerable impact on your ability to create outstanding images. The photos displayed later on in the book represent a mix of both. You’d never be able to detect whether they were full-frame captures or from cameras with a crop factor.


MEDIUM-FORMAT CAMERAS


Like crop-sensor DSLRs, medium-format cameras are different from 35mm and full-frame DSLRs in respect to field of view. They possess a larger frame size (and often different proportions). While 50mm is considered “normal” for 35mm and full-frame digital, that focal length would be a wide-angle on a medium-format camera. The standard lens to achieve that 50mm field of view is 80mm for medium format.


You will notice some of the photographers featured in this book shoot with medium-format cameras, so their shooting data will say 80mm. This is not a deviation from the book’s theme, but rather the medium-format equivalent to the nifty fifty!
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YOUR STANDARD LENS


The focal length of a lens tells us its angle of view and how much of the scene will be captured. The longer the focal length, the narrower the angle of view and the higher the magnification. The shorter the focal length, the wider the angle of view and the lower the magnification.


A focal length of 50mm is considered a standard for a 35mm film or sensor frame. It’s neither wide (e.g., 24mm) nor telephoto (e.g., 90mm), and in actual fact, the 50mm is often cited as being the closest equivalent to the human eye’s field of view.
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It would be a lot easier, especially in the digital age, if we measured lenses in degrees of field of view rather than millimeters. That’s because measuring field of view is true for all camera types, while the millimeter measurement means different fields of view on different film or sensor sizes.





QUALITY: DON’T COMPROMISE


Zoom lenses are undeniably convenient in terms of delivering a range of focal lengths, meaning they are highly versatile in terms of output, but there’s a compromise to be made. One of the largest trade-offs is the quality. With prime lenses such as the 50mm, there are fewer optical elements and other moving parts than in a zoom lens. With so many extra elements moving back and forth in a zoom lens, the optical purity can suffer in a number of ways: compromising sharpness or producing vignetting and distortion, for example.


None of these compromises are of concern with a 50mm lens, however; with less complexity, the glass inside a prime lens can produce very precise images.


There are high-end zoom lenses that can capture just as high-quality images as a prime lens, but you have to pay the price, and it’s a high one.
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What makes a 50mm lens special is how few glass elements make it up. In the cut-away illustration above, we see six. Every additional element introduces two new surfaces for the light to travel through, each with the potential for imperfections. Zoom lenses require many more elements.
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TOKYO MAID
Camera: Nikon F3
Lens: 50mm ƒ/1.8
f-stop: ƒ/1.8
Film: Ilford XP 400 film

Tokyo, Japan

In this example, a low f-stop of ƒ/1.8 was used, which ensured that the focus of the image remains on the main subject, and the background blurs out any distractions or unwanted elements.






DEPTH OF FIELD, BEAUTIFUL BOKEH


Being a prime lens, the 50mm tends to have the ability to shoot at a shallow depth of field, achievable thanks to f-stops as low as ƒ/1.4. (The lower the f-number, the wider the aperture. More about this on here.) This allows for a subject in the foreground to be in focus, while the background is soft and blurred out, an effect known as bokeh (literally, “blur” in Japanese).


When you see a portrait, for instance, with a soft, hazy background behind the subject, this is caused by using a low f-stop to produce shallow depth of field.


A typical kit lens (such as an 18–55mm lens) probably goes down to only about ƒ/3.5, while a truly shallow depth of field begins around ƒ/2.8 or lower. A lens such as a 50mm shooting at ƒ/1.8 is therefore able to produce some beautiful blur, which a zoom lens simply cannot replicate (again, unless you’re willing to pay a very high price).


Working with shallow depths of field also requires more consideration and accuracy with the focus, which, as an added bonus, will benefit your photography in general.



SPEED & APERTURE: BE A LOW-LIGHT NINJA


Linked to the depth of field is the “speed” of the lens, or aperture. Lens speed doesn’t refer to how fast a lens focuses, but rather how much light it can let in, and therefore how long it takes to capture an image. This is measured through the f-stop, which we looked at on here.


With a low f-stop of ƒ/1.8 (wide aperture), more light is let into the camera, which means that under dim conditions, the image is likely to be sharper and clearer than using an f-stop of say, ƒ/16. A higher f-stop (narrow aperture) requires the aperture to stay open longer in order to gather the same amount of light as a low f-stop, so camera shake and moving elements in the scene can potentially cause blur. So not only will you be able to produce blurred backgrounds with a 50mm ƒ/1.8 lens, you’ll also be able to produce better images in low-light conditions. Of course there are other factors that will contribute to the photo, such as ISO (light sensitivity), but these have more to do with the quality of the camera itself.


If we isolate the 50mm lens from the camera, we’re looking at a lens that has the power to shoot images under often challenging conditions.
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MOONLIT MONACO
Camera: Canon 5D MK II
Lens: 50mm ƒ/1.8
f-stop: ƒ/1.8
ISO: 6400

Monaco

In this image, the only light source was the moon, covered by clouds; and the fast 50mm lens ensured that the image would be clear without needing to use a tripod.





PRACTICALITY & AFFORDABILITY


Because prime lenses contains less glass, they’re generally cheaper to produce, making a 50mm lens relatively affordable.


While you can find zoom lenses out there, such as Canon’s 24–70mm ƒ/2.8, that offer a good focal range and the ability to produce shallow depth of field, they’re prohibitively expensive, and not to mention very large and heavy. For about a quarter of the price of that, however, you can buy a 50mm ƒ/1.4 lens that will provide even more impactful shallow depth of field and is much smaller and lighter, all without compromising on image quality. What’s not to love about it?


If you’re a keen traveler, you’ll want to be as free as possible. If you’re like me and love to shoot candid images out and about, carrying a large lens, or multiple lenses will only make you stand out and draw attention to yourself. This can make taking decent street portraits much harder, as your subjects may feel intimated. Not to mention that you’ll look like a tourist, which isn’t always the best option if you’re looking to blend in and be as invisible as you can.


It can also be cumbersome to walk around with multiple lenses. In a hot country particularly, carrying large zoom lenses will literally weigh you down. And, if you still need convincing, consider that when you’re constantly swapping your lenses, the fact is you end up missing out on moments while you’re fumbling around trying to decide which one to use.


Stripping it down to just one lens means you don’t have another choice, and while that might be seen as a disadvantage, I can assure you it’s not! It means you’ll focus on the camera settings more, becoming more technically savvy with your chosen equipment. It also means you’ll sieze the moment more quickly, and be more likely to take great images as a result.
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“…you’ll focus on the camera settings more, becoming more technically savvy with your chosen equipment.”


CREATIVITY ENFORCED


A prime lens that doesn’t allow for zooming makes you a better photographer. It can be challenging to have to shoot with just one focal length, but as a result, you’ll begin to understand your lens better. You’ll start to appreciate the different perspectives one focal length can produce, as well as understanding the limitations and quickly adapting to these. In the process, you’ll find yourself becoming a more agile photographer and an expert with your gear.


The 50mm lens in particular is quite a narrow lens. Although it’s said to be the closest to the human eye’s field of view, it’s not always the easiest to shoot with. When I began using one, I found that for street portraits, I’d have to consciously think about my positioning and quickly move forward or back accordingly. On the flip side, this taught me to think more about my perspective, and not rely on zooming in and out, which is often a lazy option that doesn’t push your creativity to the max.
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NY SUBWAY
Camera: Canon 5D MK II
Lens: 50mm ƒ/1.8
f-stop: ƒ/1.8
ISO: 3200

New York City, NY, USA





TAKE HENRI CARTIER-BRESSON’S WORD FOR IT...


Henri Cartier-Bresson rose to stardom as the godfather of street photography and photojournalism in the 1930s, and he is idolized by many photographers today who recognize the mastery of his art and the wisdom of what he called “the decisive moment.” He used mostly just one lens: his trusty 50mm. With this compact, fast, and sharp piece of glass, he was able to shoot quickly and inconspicuously, creating some of the most memorable images in documentary and street photography to date.


In a 1971 interview published in the New York Times, Cartier-Bresson spoke about why he used this dependable lens:


This insightful viewpoint highlights a comparison between longer and shorter lenses compared to the 50mm. Cartier-Bresson felt that longer lenses, under certain circumstances, lack the depth of focus (or field) of a 50mm. He also felt that a 35mm was so wide that it allowed in unwanted elements, along with the added factor of distortion.


Cartier-Bresson’s style was simple and without any artificial or augmented effects, keeping as true as possible to the original scene he wished to depict. This naturalistic approach was one he used throughout his life, and the 50mm lens allowed for this signature style to develop.


“It [the 50mm] corresponds to a certain vision and at the same time has enough depth of focus, a thing you don’t have in longer lenses. I worked with a 90. It cuts much of the foreground if you take a landscape, but if people are running at you, there is no depth of focus. The 35 is splendid when needed, but extremely difficult to use if you want precision in composition. There are too many elements, and something is always in the wrong place. It is a beautiful lens at times when needed by what you see. But very often it is used by people who want to shout. Because you have a distortion, you have somebody in the foreground and it gives an effect. But I don’t like effects. There is something aggressive, and I don’t like that.”
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