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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.




INTRODUCTION


The urban environment is the perfect setting in which to learn all aspects of the photographic art. The city is a melting pot of society, containing variations on everything, from types of architecture that might be radically different from neighbourhood to neighbourhood – or from one side of the street to the other – to the people you see sitting at cafés and bus stops, enjoying amenities, in groups or on dates. One location can offer a huge array of possibilities depending on where you look, how you frame the shot, the time of day or the weather conditions.


This is a book about urban photography, but it is really a book about all photography. It will give you the essential factors to consider when approaching any subject, and provide inspiration, giving you fresh ideas for subjects and approaches.


Each aspect of urban photography comes with its own set of needs and considerations. Certain focal lengths in lenses, for example, may be better suited to certain types of photography than others, and you won’t be able to successfully take a long exposure if you don’t have a tripod. We look at the various kinds of cameras and lenses you can use for urban photography in Chapter 1. As others have said before, however, the best camera is the one you have on you, and it’s important not to get hung up on the equipment. This book takes the philosophy that, technical limits aside, your phone’s camera is just fine, if that’s the one you use.


In general, other things are more important to your photography, and I can’t overstate the impact that a little preparation can make, as we see in Chapter 2. Scouting the location, knowing what the weather is going to do – this will make a much bigger difference to your photos than the kind of camera you use. Getting to know your city is also crucial to photographic success, and we come to that in Chapter 3. Every urban environment has its own character, as the examples in this chapter will show you.


Architectural photography, which we look at in Chapter 4, is the perfect genre in which to really get to grips with composition, while practising your street photography, covered in Chapter 5, will help you learn to seize the moment and think on your feet. If urban photography is all about the epic skylines for you, Chapter 6 will show you how to get stunning results, even if your own city isn’t as tall as New York City. After Dark – Chapter 7 – is when some of the most creative photography can happen, and here we cover everything from brilliant bokeh to beautiful light trails, and even astrophotography.


We close with chapters on Post-Production, which looks at a few simple techniques that can make a big difference to your shots, and The Next Level, which will point you in the right direction if you’re looking to take your photography further.


‘One location can offer a huge array of possibilities depending on where you look, how you frame the shot, the time of day or the weather conditions.’
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Modern architecture or abstract art? Urban photography offers endless subjects and an infinite variety of approaches. It’s the perfect genre to gain a grounding in photographic techniques and develop your own style.









PHOTOGRAPHIC PHILOSOPHY


Throughout this book, I hope to encourage you to explore your urban environment and try your hand at different photographic genres. Trying out different skills and getting out of your comfort zone is the surest way to grow as a photographer and develop your own style. Before we go into information relevant specifically to urban photography, here are a few words of more general advice.


DON’T HOLD BACK


If you want to develop your skills as a photographer, this advice may be obvious, but it’s something that a lot of people don’t consider. The first piece of advice I want to give is: take loads of photographs. It is not like the days when we were restricted to a maximum of 36 shots on the film. The more photographs you take, the better a photographer you will become, and it really is as simple as that. Coming from the perspective of the digital photographer, there are no limits to how many photos you can take – except for the size of your memory card of course. If you often find that you are running out of room, go and get a larger card, or transfer your photos to your computer or hard drive more frequently. There is nothing worse than running out of space on your memory card, and then hastily having to decide which photographs to discard when there is a spectacular sunset happening behind you.


NEVER DELETE


This brings me to my second recommendation. Never delete a photograph. You never know whether a shot you think is a failure will turn out to be a success until you see it printed or on a larger screen. The small screen on the back of your camera will not present you with an accurate preview of the full exposure. In years to come, you will also thank yourself for keeping all those shots that didn’t quite work out. They will become a marker of your development as a photographer, when you can look back and think about how you would approach them differently now.


EXPLORE


I love nothing more than exploring a city, wandering the streets, and seeing architecture anew through photography. I get the most satisfaction from the medium when I am discovering unfamiliar places with my camera, and capturing them as stills. So, travel to new destinations – your camera makes a great companion. Or if you can’t do that, explore a place you’re very familiar with, and see if looking at it through your photographic eye doesn’t transform it. When you set out looking for a strong composition, or for the one detail that sums up the character of a place, you’ll be amazed at how new it looks.


But, it’s important to remember that ‘exploring’ doesn’t need to be limited to its literal meaning. Exploring can be about trying new techniques, shooting styles or processes. Watch tutorials online or read about a technique you want to try, then go out and try it in the real world. Don’t limit yourself by the type or style of photography you shoot: just as getting to grips with urban photography makes you a better all-round photographer, learning one new skill will impact the rest of your photography.
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Architectural and abstract: Birmingham’s iconic Cube under construction.
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This shot was shortlisted in the CABE ‘Urban Beauty’ competition in 2007.
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Urban photography is about connecting with your surroundings, and there are many ways to do this. Here, I compare the city as it appears today with shots taken 50 years before.





REACT


Learn to react to your surroundings. When you’ve taken enough photographs, you’ll probably find that you will have developed ‘photographer’s intuition.’ By experiencing different conditions and environments, you will see what works and what doesn’t, and you’ll then be able to train your brain to know whether a photograph is going to be any good before you’ve even taken it. You might be walking around town, for example, when you spot the sun lighting up a building you had never noticed before. The sun might disappear behind the clouds, but when it appears again it might just be the perfect shot–so you wait. An auxiliary piece of advice, therefore, is to always carry a camera with you wherever you go, even if it’s just your smartphone. And to develop your photographer’s intuition, constantly be searching for shots and looking with your photographer’s eye.


THE BEST CAMERA IS THE ONE YOU HAVE ON YOU


Yes, we discuss equipment in the first chapter of this book and yes, I’ve already given this advice, but it bears repeating. People get too fixated on the equipment they’re using. Use whatever camera you have, and learn to work within its limitations and to its strengths. After all, a smartphone might not be great for a low-light, long-exposure shot, but it is fantastic for wide-angle shots of the city in good light conditions. A better investment than kit for your development as a photographer is to join a local photography group, attend a photography workshop, visit a new destination, or meet up with your photography peers and see what you can learn from them.


BE UNIQUE


Create your own style, follow your own path, and be unique. It is difficult to stand out from the crowd in a world where just over one trillion photos are taken each year, but your viewpoint is unique and you can express that through your photography. In fact, you will already be doing this by following the type of photography you are interested in. Your unique take on the particular environment you are in, with whatever light and weather conditions are prevailing at the moment of the shot, is already adding up to a fair level of individuality. And a little knowledge – both in terms of the place you’re photographing and your photographic skills – will take you even further. Likewise, try not to recreate other people’s work, but instead look at it objectively and use it as inspiration.


LOVE


Most importantly, go out and enjoy yourself. The love and passion you invest in your subject will be recognized by others who view your photographs.
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To best be equipped for urban photography, you’ll need to know which kinds of camera will get the shots you’re after, which accessories are worth investing in, and what canny use of hardware and software can add your photos. Weigh the advantages of having the best equipment available against the convenience of using something lightweight and easy to fit in your bag.






CHOOSING A CAMERA


What is the best camera to use for shooting in an urban environment? There is no single answer, but, if you’re aspiring to take a certain kind of shot, you may find that one works better than others. This list is by no means exhaustive, but it will give you an idea of what your options are.


SMARTPHONE


Your smartphone may be the single greatest photography tool that can fit in your pocket. Phone cameras have improved enormously over the last few years, producing outstanding photographs with beautiful colour rendition. Some even allow you to manually control the aperture and shutter speed, and offer presets for different types of photography (if your phone doesn’t offer this, you may find a compatible app that will give you this capacity). Don’t worry too much about the megapixel count because, due to the relative compactness of the phone’s sensor, more megapixels may actually result in worse quality. The main draw of the phone camera is its convenience: it can be carried everywhere and used to upload your photos to storage or social media without having to transfer files. You will also draw less attention to yourself when you get out your phone, rather than a hefty DSLR.
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Looking down on the streets of Barcelona with a smartphone.
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When the weather turns sometimes the best camera is the one in your pocket. This was taken with an iPhone 6s Plus, in 2016.





POINT AND SHOOT


A point-and-shoot camera is your entry level dedicated camera. As with the smartphone, the sensors and lenses are relatively small, but you will usually see an increase in image quality. They usually offer optical zoom, as opposed to the almost useless digital zoom you are likely restricted to on your phone, and what manual controls are included will generally depend on how much you pay. The majority of models rely on back screens for framing shots, but some at the higher end of the market feature proper viewfinders, letting you see exactly what the camera sees. The majority of current models will have WiFi or Bluetooth so that files can be transferred to your smartphone or computer on the move. Due to the size of these cameras, you are not going to draw too much attention to yourself when taking a photo, but you won’t be able to hide behind a pretence of sending a text.


INTERCHANGEABLE-LENS CAMERA


If you want to take your photography to the next level and have complete control over optics and camera functions, then you need a camera with interchangeable-lens functionality. The majority of these have viewfinders, with only the most compact versions relying on the screen on the rear of the camera. They are also likely to have some degree of weather protection, meaning you can take them out in most types of weather without having to worry too much about getting them wet. The main disadvantage of these cameras is that they are quite bulky, so when you get them out it is difficult to not look like a professional photographer – which may restrict your usage. The biggest advantages with these cameras are pretty significant, including but not limited to: the large sensors, the manual controls and the ability to change the lenses on the body. This opens up the opportunity to take much more creative kinds of shots.


OTHER CAMERAS


A couple of specialist cameras are worth a mention: one is the action camera, such as GoPro, which is ideal for amazing viewpoints and live action shots. They often feature wide-angle lenses and are usually shockproof and waterproof, so they will withstand being dropped, or a heavy downpour.


Drones with cameras are also becoming more and more popular for capturing a unique perspective on the urban environment, but be aware of local restrictions using these, including licenses required and limitations on where they can be flown.
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Sometimes you need a wide-angle lens to be able to convey the sheer scale of a space. Your smartphone already features one of these.
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When you know where to stand, you don’t need a technical camera – the composition will do the hard work for you.









MANUAL FUNCTIONS


It is not essential to have manual functions on your camera, or to use them, but doing so will give you a lot more creative freedom. The following gives a brief rundown of the key manual functions so that if you want to take this step with your photography, you’ll have a basic understanding of what these functions do.


AUTO VS MANUAL


All cameras will come equipped with an Auto setting, which basically means that the camera makes all the decisions for you. It will try to figure out what to expose for, what to focus on, and where to set the white balance. Using this mode is helpful when you first get a camera, but on the whole, the photographs are unlikely to excite, and you may get results you weren’t expecting. One example of this is when the camera extends the shutter speed when you are in a dark room, because it wants to gather enough light to create a sharp image. This can lead to a blurred shot. Another way Auto mode will ruin your photos is, for example, when you try to shoot a beautiful sunset: the camera will try to balance out the tones it thinks are too warm – removing the very thing you wanted to capture. It’s important to remember that a camera is not anywhere near as intelligent as your eyes and will always offer you its ‘best guess’ when you use Auto mode. If you want your photograph to reflect what your eyes actually see, you may well need to embrace manual.


ISO


So, if you want to take a photo in a dark space (and you don’t have a tripod with you), what can you do? You’ll notice that your camera may be equipped with a semi-automatic function that is labelled as ‘P’ next to the automatic ‘A’ function. This setting essentially does everything that the Auto function does, but allows you to change the ISO on the camera. The ISO relates to the sensitivity of the camera’s sensor. By increasing the ISO, the sensor is able to capture more light, making this a quick fix when shooting in environments that are too dark to capture an exposure without blur caused by a too-slow shutter speed. The only problem is that at higher levels (ISO 3200+), increasing the ISO can make photos grainy. The lowest value on the camera of ISO 100 will create a smooth photograph, and the level you can take it to without it affecting the quality of the overall image will vary from camera to camera, but the current breed of top-end mirrorless and DSLR cameras can go much higher without any noticeable effect on picture quality.


SHUTTER SPEED


Shutter speed is the length of time the shutter is open in order to achieve the optimum exposure. When shooting hand-held, it’s best to avoid anything slower than 1/60 of a second. Any longer than this and you will start to see blurring, unless you have a very steady hand! The longer your lens, the less you’ll get away with slower shutter speeds, too, for the same reason.


At the other end of the spectrum, long exposures can be put to good creative use – capturing car trails at night or moving clouds in the day, for example – with the assistance of a tripod. Some creative ideas are discussed in a later chapter (see here).
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If you’re shooting an internal space at night you’ll need to master your camera’s manual settings. This is taken hand-held but uses a high ISO to limit the exposure time.
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When you’re working with very little light, you will really test how far you can push the ISO on your camera.





APERTURE


Though it is important to understand ISO and shutter speed, probably the most important setting to control is the aperture. This is the variable opening on the camera through which light passes. The size of the aperture is defined by the f-number of the lens. The lower the f-number, the more the aperture is open, and the more light will hit the sensor/film. The wider the aperture, therefore, the quicker the shutter speed can be to achieve correct exposure. Not all lenses are created equal: some ‘quick’ lenses can be opened to ƒ/1.2, which is about as wide as they come. Lenses that are considered ‘slow’ will have f-numbers starting at about 5.6. A shot that was possible to take hand-held with the ƒ/1.2 lens might require a tripod to achieve the correct exposure using an ƒ/5.6 lens, because the narrower aperture requires a longer exposure (slower shutter speed) to let the same amount of light in.


Your aperture setting controls more than just the length of time required for a correct exposure, however; it also has an impact on the depth of field. ‘Depth of field’ refers to how long the range of focus, from near to far, in a shot is. Typically, the lower the f-number that is used, the shallower the depth of field, so elements in the foreground and/or background will be out of focus, depending on where you choose to set your focus. The farther away from the focus point, the greater the focus drop-off will be. To achieve a greater depth of field – i.e. where everything is in focus from the closest point to a point far away – requires a higher f-number. You might imagine that you’d want everything to be as sharp as possible, but there are times when the ability to blur the background makes the difference between a successful and unsuccessful shot.
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