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Alex MacLean has a slightly different point of view than most of us. That’s because his world is thousands of feet below him, as he flies and shoots at the same time from his two-seater.


















INTRODUCTION





Make Better Pictures took five years to write, a ridiculously long period of time given its length and my familiarity with the subject. After all, I am a professional photographer, writer, and teacher. I know my subject well and can type fast. So why so long?


Barring the usual reasons my students give (procrastination, laziness, other commitments), there was the simple fact that in these five years I had actually written three versions of this book—each one longer than this. And then I threw them all out.


It wasn’t that I thought they were bad. How would I know? The online reviews don’t come in until after a book is published. No, they were probably good enough, but they were… boring. Typical. Predictable. All things I rail about in my classroom.


They were books of facts, pure and simple. And I had written books of that sort before. A few of them. Worse, there were a ton of books out there like that already. So why bother?


I decided to rethink the whole thing and write a shorter book, highlighting some of the things I’ve learned over the years that I think are important, interesting, worth knowing. Then sprinkle that with some pure facts and pure opinions.


In short, I decided to let it all hang out. And for toppers deliver a strong, energetic design and original, quirky drawings. And terrific, often unusual photographs by many great photographers. Some of my own photographs even. A perk of being an author.


I set out to make a book like no other in our field. Feel free to disagree, rant, or even post a negative review (though I’d really rather you didn’t). But mostly, I hope you see it for what it is, and enjoy while you learn some things you maybe didn’t know.


















TECH





“Imagination is more important than knowledge.”


ALBERT EINSTEIN, GENIUS
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Some photographs have a “digital look”: eye-popping sharpness, ultra-saturated color, maybe some image noise or other visual artifacts. But most images taken with a digital camera or printed digitally look a lot like traditional photos taken with film and printed in an old-school darkroom. Much the way photographer Justin Kimball worked when he began his career.


















DIGITAL DEFINED



ASPECT RATIO: Ratio of the width of an image to its height.


BIT DEPTH: The amount of color information stored in a digital image. The higher the bit depth, the more color gradation.


COMPRESSION: Digitally reducing the file size of an image for more efficient use, storage, and transmission. Beware of reduced image quality when compressed too much.


DNG: A RAW file format that is universal, as opposed to typical RAWs that are proprietary.


HISTOGRAM: Graph that maps image exposure.


IMAGE FILE: The digital form of a photograph.


NOISE: Random, grain-like, and textured specks in the image, as opposed to smooth, continuous tones.


SENSOR: Light-sensitive chip that sits behind the lens in a digital camera to capture (take) the picture, providing the electronic data needed to convert the image into digital form.


ISO: Numerical rating of an image sensor’s sensitivity to light.


JPEG: Information-compressed file format created by camera-applied automatic corrections.


LANDSCAPE ORIENTATION: Horizontal view.


MEGAPIXELS (MP): One million pixels.


PIXELS: Color picture elements that make up a digital image.


POSTPRODUCTION OR “POST”: Work done to an image file after capture, such as cropping, sizing, and a variety of fine-tuning actions, such as work in Photoshop.


PORTRAIT ORIENTATION: Vertical view.


RAW: Uncompressed file format, retaining virtually all the information captured by the camera sensor.


RESOLUTION: Pixel count of an image file, described as pixels per inch (ppi).















KEY SETTINGS





One great advantage of digital photography is the dozens of options your camera allows. But this can also be a disadvantage. Most photographers use only a very few of these options regularly. And sometimes settings get changed accidentally, which can lead to flawed or unexpected results.


The following are the primary camera settings you should be concerned with, and an opinion on how you should set them. Feel free to deviate. Regardless of the settings you choose, these are settings you should check before every photo session to make sure they are set as you want them:







1. IMAGE FILE QUALITY/SIZE: RAW (or DNG) and large JPEG, if available


2. ASPECT RATIO: As you want it. 16:9 for wide; 3:2 or 4:3 for more square


3. EXPOSURE MODE: Aperture-priority


4. EXPOSURE COMPENSATION: 0 or +1/2 or +2/3, usually


5. ISO: ISO 200 or 400 in bright light, ISO 800 or 1600 or higher in low


6. FOCUS: Automatic


7. WHITE BALANCE: Automatic


8. IMAGE STABILIZATION: Always on, except sometimes when using a tripod

















CAMERA MUSINGS





The best cameras generally offer the most features, but many of these go forever unused. The most important features, such as interchangeable lenses and RAW capture, are typically available on DSLR and interchangeable-lens mirrorless cameras. The differences are often in the quality of the features.


Professional cameras are almost always more rugged—better protected against impact, dust incursion, or water damage. Moreover, the best cameras are often paired with the highest-quality lenses. Many DSLR manufacturers make two levels of lenses—a standard and a professional model. Both will produce very good results, but professional lenses are more sturdy and should show less distortion or other optical aberrations, though you may not see these in your results, and more important they probably open to a wider aperture for better low-light capture and/or shallower depth of field.


Good lenses are important to the quality of your final result, but more important are the image sensor and processor. The sensor captures light and the processor turns that capture into an image file. The newest and physically largest sensors most often produce the best quality, and manufacturers don’t put large sensors on less-expensive cameras.


Cellphone and tablet cameras have tiny sensors and simpler lenses, but many still produce good-quality results, especially for screen viewing.
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Obsession with camera equipment did not arrive with the digital age. It’s been with us since the beginning of photography.


















GO GEEK





People come to photography for their own reasons. And it takes all kinds. Some are romantic and dreamy, while others socially conscious or practical. In most cases, people make photographs that match their interests, moods, or personality.


But there is another quite common type in photography circles—the geek. For the geek, tech is what drives them. Perhaps it’s the number of the image sensor’s pixels, the optical design of a lens, or hidden tricks or actions in postproduction. For the true geek, photography may be more about equipment and technique than about the image itself.


While this goes against all creative reasoning, it’s not too surprising. Photography is technically driven, after all. You may or may not agree with this, but remember: geeks have rights, too. And you may even benefit from their obsessiveness. After all, who else writes the endless equipment reviews on photo blogs and other sites?
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Modern digital images, properly saved and stored, shouldn’t degrade, but older, casually treated images may be soft, pixelated, and off-color. This image by Bill Anderson is showing its age.


















GET THE BEST





You can spend pretty much any amount on a digital camera/lens—from less than $100 to tens of thousands. Of course, you have a budget to consider and can’t buy whatever you want. But in general, buy the best camera you can afford. Usually, a more expensive camera gives you better quality and more features, but it also gives you some surety that the pictures you make now will have all the quality you need in the future.


It’s hard to predict the future, as technology today is so much better than it used to be, but look back at older digital still and moving images. The quality is often inferior, even when made with the best equipment available at the time. Shooting with the best now helps guarantee that your images will still look good years down the road.
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This image was made with a Canon camera and a third-party lens. Technically it looks good. Would a Canon lens do better? Possibly. But other user-error factors (camera shake, poor exposure, etc.) and subject movement are more likely to impact the results than lens quality.


















THIRD PARTY





What does the “best” mean when you can choose, when buying lenses, between the camera manufacturer’s lens or any number of third-party models?


Not long ago, third-party lenses were strictly for bargain-hunting amateurs and poorly regarded. Their construction was often shoddy, as was their optical quality. But modern versions have made great strides, and a few are even rated better than their branded equivalents, if user reviews are any measure.


Some third-party companies even offer both standard models and pro models. And a few even offer lenses or features that comparable brand-name lenses don’t—maybe advanced image stabilization or larger maximum apertures. A few third-party brands even offer old-school manual focusing along with premium optics.


Lower cost has always been the draw of third-party lenses, but costs have crept up with the addition of professional-level models. Consider a lens’s features, including its bulk and weight. DSLR zooms, in particular, can be hefty, making a more compact, lighter lens very tempting. And that model may just come from a third party.
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When photographers refer to the lighting ratio, it’s usually, but not always, in a studio setting. This portrait of Triple Crown winner Seattle Slew has a ratio of about 1:2, which means that one side of his face is one stop brighter than the other.


















STOP





The term “stop” usually refers to f-stop, a measure of the size of the lens opening. Standard f-stops double or halve the light that reaches the image sensor, so f/4 lets in twice as much light as f/5.6, and f/16 lets in half the light of f/11.


But photographers also use the term “stop” as shorthand for a general doubling or halving of light, as in: This image is a stop underexposed. Or, the right side of her face is two stops brighter than the left. Here are the usual ways the term “stop” is used.







1. F-STOP: As described above.


2. SHUTTER SPEED: 1/125 lets in one stop more light than 1/250; 1/500, one stop less than 1/250.


3. SENSOR SPEED: ISO 800 is a one-stop-higher setting than	ISO 400, requiring half as much exposure.


4. LIGHTING RATIO: When light on one part of the image is twice as bright, or one stop brighter, than another part.
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Shooting RAW, Jennifer McClure was able to pull detail from dark and light areas of this contrasty subject, making for a far richer look, with darker areas surrounding a bright center. This leads the viewer to the crux of the image.


















JPEG VS. RAW





Digital cameras produce RAW or JPEG image files. As the camera’s sensor captures the subject, its processor digitizes and stores it on your memory card. With JPEGs, the processed information is compressed (made smaller) as the camera automatically decides how much data to keep. With RAWs, information is uncompressed, so it allows much more adjustment in post.


The upside of RAWs is significant. Since no information is lost, it gives you far more control of the final results—more ability to darken a bright image and lighten a dark one. Or pull detail out of shadows and highlights. And so much more. Note that DNG files are RAWs that are universal, which means they can be used pretty much by all software.


JPEGs can be useful, however. They provide generally good results with minimal work, and they hog less space on your memory card and hard drive. Fortunately, many good cameras allow you to make both JPEGs and RAWs at the same time. Use JPEGs for convenience, RAWs for quality. The best of both worlds.
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