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Introduction



I still remember my first ‘proper’ camera. It was a pre-owned Olympus OM-G 35mm SLR with a 50mm f/1.8 lens. According to the man in the camera shop it was the American version of the company’s OM20, which had somehow made it to the UK, making it seem even more exotic. As I held the silver body in my hands I felt excited and apprehensive in equal measure. Excited because I had been lusting after this camera for months, working a part-time job after school and saving hard to afford it. Apprehensive because, well, I had no idea how to actually use it.


You see, my previous photographic endeavours had been with a fully automated Kodak Pocket Instamatic camera that my mum had picked up at a second-hand shop a few years before. Taking 110 film cartridges, the Kodak made photography about as easy as it gets: point and shoot were the only things I had to do. But with the OM-G, I now had two shooting modes (Aperture Priority or Auto, as Olympus called it, and Manual), a dial on top with + and – numbers on it (whatever those meant), and a ring of numbers around both the lens and the lens mount. What the heck did it all mean?


That’s how it starts for all of us. With bewilderment. Sure, my OM-G’s relative lack of sophistication is laughable compared to the features crammed into today’s digital cameras, but without a fully automatic mode to hold my hand I was still thrown in at the deep end – and if I wanted to take pictures, I knew I’d have to learn to swim pretty quickly. I needed to find out why I might need to use Aperture Priority instead of Manual (and what those modes were to start with), what the ± dial was for and what the numbers on the lens meant. I had to get answers to those questions, and more, and it seemed that with each answer came more questions.


I know I’m not alone – I can’t be, because no one is born with an innate knowledge of photography. At that moment when we pick up our first ‘proper’ camera (or decide to move away from shooting in full Auto) we are all in the same metaphoric boat. On day one we all have the same questions. It is only by asking what, why, when and how that we can develop and improve, and hopefully learn to take a half-decent photograph (even if we’re the only people who see them that way). Of course, that’s easier said that done, because to ask the right questions, you first need to know what they are – which is where this book comes in. From deciding which type of camera is right for you to getting to grips with the fundamentals of photography, or troubleshooting a specific shooting scenario, the following pages answer the questions that are asked most often, as well as some that don’t get asked nearly as often as they should.


Be warned, though: almost 30 years down the photographic road, I still find the questions keep coming. They may not be as frequent, and past experience often means that the answer is usually less elusive, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that when it comes to photography there is always something else to discover. There’s always one more question. And there’s always one more answer.
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My first SLR (which I still own after almost three decades) is incredibly simple compared to today’s digital cameras, but each of those numbers and settings was a mystery when I started out. Unpicking their secrets taught me about exposure and focus – the same fundamental principles that I would later translate into the digital world, and then back to even more primitive film cameras.







[image: Illustration]





[image: Illustration]






Cameras



Picking a camera is potentially the most expensive decision you need to make, so you need to choose carefully.



[image: Illustration] What’s the best camera I can buy?



Some people would say that the best camera is the one you’ve got with you, because it at least means you can take a photograph, while others would argue that the latest, fully featured, high-resolution digital model is the best option. The truth is, there is no definitive ‘best’ camera, only the one that works best for you. Aatcompact action camera might be the perfect choice for shooting high-octane, adrenaline-fuelled escapades, but it’s not going to be the best camera for photographing wildlife at a distance.
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Over the years I’ve ended up with a whole load of different cameras, of which this is just a selection. It’s impossible to say which one is best – they all have different strengths (and weaknesses), which is what makes them all so great!






[image: Illustration] Should I spend my money upgrading my camera or my lenses?



Today, the technological advances inside digital cameras are often evolutionary, rather than revolutionary, so you can quite easily skip a generation or two without falling behind in the technology stakes. So, concentrate on your lenses instead, whether that means buying a new lens to expand the focal length range in your armoury or upgrading the lens you use most often to a better-specified version – one with a wider maximum aperture or with image stabilization, for example.
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As soon as I could, I upgraded my budget Sigma 70–300mm f/4.5–5.6 zoom to a Tamron 70–200mm f/2.8 stabilized lens. This made a much bigger difference to the quality of my telephoto shots than a new camera would have done.
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Full-frame cameras certainly have their advantages. They tend to have a higher resolution and/or larger pixels than cropped-format cameras, for example, which can make them less prone to noise (useful if you like shooting in low-light conditions), give them a greater dynamic range (useful for retaining detail in high-contrast scenes), and also lead to more detail in your images (although the lens you use will also play a significant part in this).


However, that doesn’t necessarily make them ‘better’. If you shoot wildlife, or sports, or something else that requires long focal lengths, a camera with an APS-C or Micro Four Thirds sensor can perhaps be more useful, as the cropped sensor will effectively increase the focal length of a lens by a factor of 1.5–2x. For instance, a 200mm lens on a cropped-sensor camera will act more like a 300mm or 400mm telephoto, giving you extra ‘reach’ and helping you fill the frame with your subject without having to spend huge amounts on a longer lens. Some would argue that in this scenario a cropped-format sensor is the better option.
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Whether you choose a full-frame or cropped-sensor camera will largely come down to your budget and what you shoot – although it’s often seen as the ultimate option, not everyone needs to shoot full-frame.









[image: Illustration] Why do some cameras have an anti-aliasing filter, but others don’t?



Anti-aliasing (AA) or ‘low-pass’ filters used to be a standard feature in every digital camera, used directly in front of the sensor to – rather counterintuitively – subtly blur the image. This was done to combat the effects of moiré, which is caused when fine textures (high frequencies) in a scene clash with the grid of the camera’s sensor, creating an interference pattern. Blurring the image very slightly meant that this unwanted artefact could be removed completely, which is great, but there is one fairly obvious side effect – the image is not as sharp as it could be. Although sharpening a digital photograph during post-processing can improve things (see here), some manufacturers have now decided not to have a low-pass filter or to instead have an electronic AA filter that can be activated when needed. Their reasoning is that moiré doesn’t occur that often and most people would prefer optimum image sharpness, which in a lot of cases makes perfect sense.


There are certain situations where you might want to think twice, though: moiré is seen most often when photographing fine-weave fabrics, for example, so portrait photographers are an obvious group that might benefit from having a filter in their camera.
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An anti-aliasing filter softens images slightly to prevent moiré, but some cameras now do without a physical filter and instead have a ‘digital AA filter’ that can be turned on and off.








[image: Illustration] Why do some cameras take two memory cards?



Cameras that take two memory cards can typically be set up in a number of ways, so you can choose how the cards are used. You might use two cards to maximize your storage capacity, for example, with the second card used when the first is full. In that way, two 16GB cards would give you a total of 32GB of storage. Alternatively, you might choose to record every shot you take to both cards simultaneously, so that if one card fails, you still have the images stored on the other one.


Other configurations might allow you to save Raw files to one card and JPEGs to another, so you can quickly and easily upload the JPEGs to a website (for a client to see, perhaps), with the Raw files kept separately, ready for processing. In each case, two memory cards give you greater versatility than one.
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I usually set up the dual SD cards in my current DSLR so that when the first is full, images start recording to the second, effectively doubling my storage space.











[image: Illustration] I got caught with my camera in a downpour and now it won’t work. Is it ruined?



Unless you’re using a weatherproofed camera with rubber seals around the various doors and ports (or a dedicated waterproof casing), there’s every chance that water will make its way inside your camera if it’s exposed to heavy rain. Lens mounts are particularly prone to damp ingress, and even mist and fog can make mischief if your kit gets damp enough.
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A few drops of water are unlikely to do your camera much harm, especially if it’s weatherproofed, but torrential rain is best avoided.





The first thing to do is to try and dry it out, but do not use a hairdryer or stand it on a radiator – that’s going to do more harm than good. Instead, remove the battery and memory card, and make sure any ‘doors’ on the camera body are shut and any rubber ‘plugs’ are fitted.


If it’s a DSLR or mirrorless camera, take off the lens and fit a body cap, making sure it’s secure (use tape to hold it in place if necessary). Then, fill a large bowl with dry rice and bury your camera in it. Leave it for at least three days – ideally a week – during which time the rice will suck any moisture from the camera and absorb it. When time’s up, retrieve your camera, give it a dust down, refit the battery and power it up. If the photography gods are smiling on you everything will be well again. If not, it’s time to give your local camera repairer a call.
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		I saw some shots of my city at night and the street lamps had a cool ‘star’ effect – how can I achieve this in my photos?



		How do I photograph a sunset?



		How can I photograph waves?



		How do I create ‘silky’ water?



		Can I shoot in the rain, or am I better off keeping my camera indoors?



		How can I create a perfect silhouette?



		How can I photograph animals in a zoo?



		How can I avoid reflections when I’m shooting through glass?



		How can I take great photographs of my pet?



		What are the best settings to use for wildlife?



		What are the best settings to use for landscapes?



		What are the best settings to use for sports?



		How do I shoot a panoramic image?



		I’m going on a once-in-a-lifetime cruise to the Arctic Circle and I want to photograph the Northern Lights – how should I do it?



		Why does my snow look grey?



		How do I focus for close-up shots?



		What are the best settings to use for photographing a city at night?



		How can I nail my firework photos?



		What’s the best way to photograph star trails?



		I’ve been trying to shoot the moon, but my results aren’t great – any advice?



		Is it possible to take pictures of the sun?



		I was taking pictures in the street when the police stopped me and told me to delete all my photos – can they do that?



		I like to shoot sports, but my camera keeps ‘freezing’ – why does this happen?



		A friend has asked if I can take some shots for their jewellery company’s website, but what would I need?



		How do I make sure everything in my landscape shots is in focus?



		What’s the best way to photograph glassware?



		What are the rules about using a drone?









		5 In The Digital Darkroom



		Hardware



		What’s the best computer for editing digital photographs?



		Can I edit photos on my tablet or phone?



		I’m struggling to make accurate selections with my mouse – is there an easier option?



		My computer’s hard drive is filling up – where should I save all my photos?



		My inkjet prints come out looking quite different to the images on my screen – help!



		What’s the difference between ppi and dpi?









		Software



		What software do I need to edit my photos?



		How can I keep track of all the digital photos on my computer?



		Should I convert my Raw files to 8-bit or 16-bit? TIFF or JPEG?



		What’s a ‘colour space’ and why have I got so many to choose from when I convert my Raw files?









		Techniques



		How can I remove noise from my pictures?



		My shots look dull and lifeless – how can I perk them up?



		What’s the best way to lighten my images?



		Is there a way of getting rid of the purple fringes in my shots?



		In Photoshop, which is better at removing dust, the Clone Stamp tool or the Healing Brush tool?



		How do I remove barrel distortion?



		Is there an easy way to blend different exposures?



		What’s the best way to convert a colour shot to black and white?



		Can I make my digital black and white photos look like they were shot on film?



		What’s the easiest way to give my colour shots a vintage look?



		My editing program has a ‘split toning’ option – what’s that for?



		Can I only split tone black and white photos?



		Strange lines have appeared on some of my digital photographs – what’s happened?



		Someone told me that digital photographs need sharpening – when and why should I sharpen my shots?



		How should I sharpen my photos?



		Can I fix camera shake?



		How can I prevent people from stealing the images I post online?
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