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INTRODUCTION


It doesn’t matter if you’re fascinated by the “hard core” science of traditional chemical mixing and film developing or prefer pixel-pushing in the high-tech world of digital imaging. Nor does it matter if you use a point-and-shoot camera or the latest system camera to get your photographic gratification. The bottom line is that photography is a multifaceted thing with something for everyone, regardless of experience, interests, or whatever else you care to mention.


Yet despite its pluralism, it’s surprisingly easy to find yourself ploughing the same furrow time and time again, intentionally or subconsciously turning your camera on the same subjects; using the same techniques; and ultimately ending up with very similar results. There’s nothing wrong with this at all—repeatedly visiting the same locations or photographing the same faces is a great way of developing your skills, regardless of whether you actively set out to do this or not—but stepping outside your comfort zone and trying something new can have a profound effect on your image-making. It could be that shooting a different subject to normal leads you to a whole new set of options—shooting portraits in the street if you’re usually a landscape snapper will introduce new skills, for example—or that a new piece of equipment revolutionizes your shots.


That, fundamentally, is what this book is about: trying something new to help expand your creative repertoire. Whether you experiment with stereo images with your digital camera, or load up a long-forgotten 35mm camera with redscale film, there’s a whole chapter of in-camera projects to get you started, and plenty more projects if you like to work harder post-capture with your image-editing software. Between these are chapters dedicated to equipment, with plenty of accessories that you can make to try out a new technique or simply save yourself some money.


I’m not saying for a moment that these projects will immediately make you more creative—that’s down to you, I’m afraid—but each one has the potential to help you in your quest to produce exciting images, and will hopefully inspire you to pick up your camera, try something new, and above all, have fun!




[image: image]



SHOOTING


It doesn’t matter if you’re shooting on film or recording images digitally; using a high-end digital SLR or a humble point-and-shoot compact camera; or coming to photography with little or no experience, or years of practice—it’s the end result that really matters. This chapter has something for everyone. Analog and digital projects nestle side by side with one common goal in mind—to help you take some great shots.






01 EXPOSE TO THE RIGHT


The sensor in a digital camera is comprised of millions of photosites, each of which is capable of measuring very precisely the amount of light that falls onto it. Counter-intuitively a photosite generates an analog signal when exposed to light: the more light the photosite is exposed to, the greater the strength of the signal. It’s only after the image has been captured that the analog signal is converted into a string of numbers to be recorded as a digital file. In a 12-bit Raw file, 4098 discrete tonal values are extracted from the original analog signal. These tonal values range from black (no signal) through to white (maximum signal).


A typical digital SLR has a dynamic range of approximately 10 stops. However, 2048 (half) of the 4098 tonal values are allocated to the brightest stop; half of the remaining tonal values (1024) are used in the next brightest stop; half again (512) in the next brightest stop; and so on, until there are just 32 tonal values allocated to the darkest part of an image. This means that there is far more usable image data in the highlights of an image than in the shadows.


Exposing to the right (or ETTR) maximizes the amount of usable data in an image, creating more latitude for adjustments in post-production and reducing the potential problem of noise in the shadow areas. This is achieved by deliberately placing the exposure so that your image is as light as possible, without the highlights being lost. As a result, the histogram of an ETTR image is skewed to the right, hence the name of the technique.


Shooting an ETTR image is easier if your camera has Live View and is able to display a live histogram: You can adjust the exposure until the histogram is moved as far right as possible without clipping and then take the shot. If you’re using manual exposure, adjust either the shutter speed or aperture depending on which is most important to the shot. In other shooting modes use exposure compensation to adjust the exposure. If your camera doesn’t have Live View, shoot a test image and view the histogram, adjusting the exposure and reshooting if necessary.


Once your bright Raw file has been imported into your Raw conversion software you need to “normalize” the image using exposure, levels, or curves tools to “correct” the exposure. This will result in the image density and color being restored, with maximum image data and minimal noise.




WHAT YOU NEED


• Digital camera with histogram and Raw


• Raw conversion software
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NOTES


ETTR is only applicable when recording Raw files.


Set the picture style on your camera to “neutral” (or similar) to make the histogram as accurate as possible.


Most Raw conversion software has an auto-exposure function, which often works well. However, you may find that further tweaks are necessary—ultimately, it’s you who knows how the image should look, not the software.











Your image will be light and lacking in contrast when you expose to the right (here and here), but when you adjust the histogram (here), the density and color will return with maximum image data.
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02 STUNNING SILHOUETTES


Silhouettes were a popular form of image-making, long before photography had been conceived. However, they have always received something of a mixed reception in photography: a silhouette that’s done badly can end up as an unreadable mess of black, while attempting to photograph a subject against a bright background can easily lead to accidental silhouettes as your camera attempts to produce the “best” exposure.


Yet while the humble silhouette is maligned by some photographers, there’s no doubt that the stark black outlines also have a graphic power where shape becomes more important than detail, and a story can be told using broader strokes. So, why not set your preconceptions aside and think about adding stunning silhouettes to your creative repertoire?




WHAT YOU NEED


• All you need is a camera!
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TIPS


Although your choice of subject is important, you should also pay attention to the background in your shot. Positioning your subject against a relatively plain background will enhance the graphic nature of your silhouettes. A classic background is a fiery sky at sunset, although you may find that you need to shoot from a low viewpoint to make best use of the strong color that occur.


If your potential subject is close to the camera, make sure the built-in flash is switched off before attempting to shoot a silhouette: if the flash fires, you won’t get a silhouette.


Consider setting the “wrong” white balance deliberately: Using a tungsten white balance setting in daylight will give your silhouette shot a strong blue color cast, similar to using a blue filter on the lens or toning a monochrome picture.





SUBJECTS


The easiest way to create a poor silhouette is to pick an inappropriate subject: Something that appears to have great potential when you look at it may not be quite so hot when you photograph it. As a general rule, the simpler the shapes, the fewer there are, and the less they overlap, the stronger the result will be. For example, if you’re photographing a couple of figures in silhouette, make sure there is space around each of them so they can both be seen in their entirety. You may know it’s two people when you photograph them, but if they overlap it’s easy for them to be transformed into a two-headed, four-armed “freak” when they’re seen in silhouette (although that could work!).


This isn’t helped by the fact that objects seen in silhouette tend to lose a certain amount of depth. This means that you also need to be aware of what is behind and in front of your subject, as something in the foreground will not necessarily be read as being “closer” when it’s photographed—it could instead just appear oversized.
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The outlines of the figures toward the center of this shot overlap slightly, but the larger figure at the left provides us with a point of reference—in this case, US marines on patrol.
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If you aim your camera at a featureless sky, it’s almost guaranteed to underexpose the shot. Here it transforms the birds into dark silhouettes.


EXPOSURE


The most striking silhouettes utilize strong backlighting and a carefully placed exposure so the subject is rendered without detail. However, some cameras actively attempt to identify and overcome strong backlighting when you use their general metering mode (matrix metering, evaluative metering, or similar), either by adjusting the exposure to compensate, or by employing some form of dynamic range optimization. This doesn’t mean that your camera’s meter is useless for shooting silhouettes—you simply need to know what it will do.


If you find it consistently tries to compensate for heavy backlighting, then one option is to dial in negative (-) exposure compensation. This will effectively underexpose the shot, reducing the brightness of your subject and helping to transform it into a strong, featureless “shadow.”


Alternatively, you can use your camera’s spot meter. Take an exposure reading from an area you want to appear as a midtone (usually a bright area in the background) and either lock the exposure with your camera’s Automatic Exposure Lock (AEL) feature, or set the shooting mode to Manual (M) and dial in the aperture and shutter speed yourself. In both instances you will have an exposure that is set for the (bright) background, with the unlit subject falling into shadow.





I treated this silhouette to a redscale look during post-production: Project 49 explains how it was done.
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POST-PROCESSING


Providing you get your exposure right in-camera, there’s often minimal need for any post-capture image editing. However, that’s not to say that your silhouettes won’t benefit from a touch of post-production work. For a start, you may want to make sure that your subject is a pure black silhouette by “burning in” the dark tones using your editing program’s “Burn” tool (or similar).


The background may also benefit from being darkened slightly, which will help intensify the color. This is especially effective with sunset silhouettes, where an overall reduction in brightness (using Levels, for example) can really make the colors “pop.” This can be taken further by combining it with a slight increase in color saturation or vibrance as well—most editing programs have at least one tool that can be used to intensify the colors in an image.


Alternatively, you may find that you want to remove the color altogether to create a black-and-white image. With certain shots this can be incredibly effective, and imbue your image with a mysterious, “film noir” look. Toning your silhouettes can also work well, be it a fairly traditional sepia tone, a more extreme redscale look (see Project 04 and Project 49), or something else altogether.
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Stunning silhouettes can be found in the most innocuous of places: this image was taken in a restaurant, but the “film noir” style makes it look like a still from a movie.






03 SPROCKET SHOTS


Few things say “shot on film” quite as clearly as the sprocket holes of a 35mm film frame. Indeed, 35mm sprocket holes are so intrinsically linked with analog photography that companies such as Lomography and SuperHeadz now produce cameras designed specifically to shoot across the full width of your 35mm film (the Sprocket Rocket and Blackbird, Fly respectively), while adapters will allow you to load 35mm film into your medium-format Holga or Diana “toy” camera to achieve a similar end result.


However, you don’t need to spend a lot of money on a camera or an adapter if you want to shoot 35mm “sprocket shots.” The fact is, almost any medium-format camera can be loaded with 35mm film, without any fancy adapter, and that includes a whole host of vintage kit that you’ll find in yardsales or selling on eBay at stupid-low prices. For this project I’m going to be using an Ilford Super Sporti from the early 1960s. This rudimentary, 6 x 6cm square-shooter is a bit rough around the edges, but is fully functional and cost me just $7.50 (£5) including shipping. Anything similar will work just as well, so keep an eye out for those vintage bargains.




WHAT YOU NEED


• Medium-format camera


• 35mm film


• 2 pieces of sponge (approximately 2 x 2 inches/5 x 5 cm)


• Rubber bands/elasticated hair bands


• Darkroom/film changing bag (for unloading the camera)
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Holgas are a popular choice of camera for sprocket shots, with the 35mm frames displaying all of the plastic lens’ lo-fi characteristics.
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LOADING


Although medium-format cameras come in an array of shapes and sizes, the same basic loading principles apply to most. You might have to adjust the process slightly if you’re using a particularly unusual camera design, but it’s not exactly rocket science—your 35mm film cassette needs to sit snugly in the place usually reserved for an unexposed 120 format roll of film, and will wind on to an empty medium-format take-up spool.


The easiest way of making sure that your 35mm film is held securely is to pack the space above and below it in the camera with foam or sponge (here). Two squares of foam measuring around 2 x 2 inches (5 x 5cm) should do the job, but the key thing is that you compress them to get them into the camera—their natural expansion will help to “hold” your 35mm cassette in place. You may find that a thin strip of sponge sitting between the camera back and the film cassette can also help to prevent the film from rattling around inside the camera, although the Ilford Super Sporti I’m using has a rotating metal “door” and a film tensioner that does this job automatically.


The next step is to modify the camera’s take-up spool (here). Although you’re shooting 35mm film, you’ll be winding it onto a standard 120 format spool, just as you would if you were using medium-format film. To encourage the smaller format film to stay straight as it passes through the camera you need to narrow the take-up spool using rubber bands (elasticated hair bands are ideal). Wrap several bands around the top and bottom of the spool, leaving a gap in the middle that is roughly the same height as your 35mm film.


Finally, take the leader of your 35mm film and use low-tack masking tape to attach it to the take-up spool. Wind the film on a few turns with the camera back open to be sure it’s being taken up properly (here), then close the back. However, before you start shooting there’s one more vital step: tape up the red frame counter window on the back of the camera! Although this lets you see the frame numbers on a medium-format film, 35mm film doesn’t have any backing paper, which means this window is guaranteed to fog your film. Electrical tape or a thick piece of card over the window will stop this from happening.








You can load most medium-format cameras with 35mm film, but a “35mm style” viewfinder camera such as this Ilford Super Sporti is ideal. Use sponge or foam to hold the 35mm film cassette in place and elasticated hair bands to modify the take-up spool.
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SHOOTING


You can shoot your 35mm film as usual in terms of focusing and setting the exposure, but there’s a significant difference when it comes to winding on to the next frame. As mentioned, with medium-format film you would use the numbers on the backing paper to align the next shot, but this just won’t work with 35mm film. Instead, you need to work out precisely how far you need to turn your camera’s winding wheel/crank/knob to advance your 35mm film by one frame. The easiest way to do this is to use a scrap roll of 35mm film as outlined below.


UNLOADING


This is where a dedicated sprocket-shooting camera or a commercial adapter has a distinct advantage over the DIY approach, as you’ll most likely be able to rewind your film in-camera once you get to the end of the roll. Conversely, a zero-cost 35mm conversion won’t have a rewind facility, so you will need to head into a darkroom to unload your camera (or at the very least unload your film in a film changing bag) and then manually rewind the film back into its cassette. Obviously, this can have an impact when you’re out in the field: when you finish a roll it’s not as straightforward as rewinding your film, unloading it, and dropping in a fresh film.







NOTES


The format of your chosen medium-format camera will determine how wide your 35mm shots are: a 6 x 6cm format camera will produce panoramic images that are roughly 36 x 60mm, for example, while a 6 x 9cm medium-format camera will deliver an even more panoramic 36 x 90mm frame.


Masking the camera’s viewfinder (if possible) with tape will help you visualize the 35mm panoramic frame.











Winding on


To determine how far you have to wind your 35mm film on, load a scrap roll and mark the edges of the frame (A and B). Wind the film on until the mark at the left (B) is aligned with the right edge of the frame, making a note of how far you have to turn the winding wheel. Mark the new left edge of the film (C) and repeat the process to accurately discover how far you have to wind on between shots. With my Ilford Super Sporti I have to turn the winding wheel approximately 11/2 turns.
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Using 35mm film in a medium-format camera produces naturally wide, panoramic-style shots, framed top and bottom by the tell-tale sprocket holes.






04 REDSCALE


No one knows for sure who first discovered “redscale” photography, but it’s a fairly safe bet that it came about by accident, most likely when someone loaded large-format sheet film into a darkslide the wrong way round. The result would have been that the film was exposed through the back of the emulsion, so the light hit the film’s red-sensitive layer first. Because of this, redscale images suffer from often-extreme color shifts, from intense red/orange hues through to a more subtle magenta/blue color cast.


This technique has since been jumped on by analog photographers, especially lo-fi enthusiasts shooting with toy cameras. Indeed, the technique has become so popular that Lomography has launched its own Redscale film (in both 35mm and 120 formats), while Rollei offers a choice of two 35mm redscale emulsions (Redbird and Nightbird). Each of these films works in exactly the same way as a regular color print film; you load it as normal, expose it as per the given ISO rating, and process it through the standard C-41 negative process. The only difference is that the film faces in the opposite direction in your camera, so the emulsion side is away from the lens, creating the intentionally “red” image.


Shooting ready-rolled redscale is by far the easiest option, especially if you’re using a medium-format camera, but it isn’t the only one: you can also roll your own redscale film. The downside to doing this is that you need to prepare the film to start with, which requires access to a darkroom (or a room that you can black out), as you will be unspooling entire rolls of film. A film changing bag will work at a push, but it’s easy to crease or dent your film in the confines of a bag, leading to permanent marks on your images.


So why bother if it’s so complex? Well, rolling your own film means you will be able to experiment with a much wider range of emulsions (any color film can potentially be used), each of which is capable of producing different results to the rest. It is also likely to be cheaper than a “ready made” solution, so you have the double benefits of greater creativity at a lower cost!
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Redscale isn’t just about highly saturated “red” images: the effect can be far more subtle.







WHAT YOU NEED


• 1 roll of 35mm color film (ISO 400 negative film is a good starting point)


• Scissors


• Sticky tape


• Darkroom (or changing bag)
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NOTES


While it is possible to re-roll 120 format film for redscale shooting, the film’s backing paper makes this difficult. Large-format redscale is much easier: simply load your film back to front in the darkslide!


You can re-spool color negative and color transparency film. However, negative film has a much wider exposure latitude, so it’s easier to get a usable image.
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