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	The use of the smartphone as a camera is always controversial. Jana Mänz shows with her collection of tips that mobile phone cameras are of course also suitable for landscape and nature photography and writes from her many years of experience how to deal creatively with the weaknesses.


	 




1. introduction


	[image: ]Fig.: High shore path near Sellin with view of the Sellin pier. LG, ISO 50, f/2.4, 1/710s


	 


	It is already old hat that the use of the smartphone as a camera substitute divides the world of photography. For some, the always-on camera is the means for creative photography par excellence, for others the achievable quality alone is out of the question. I have chosen the creative side and show you how to use your smartphone for nature and landscape photography. All the shots shown were taken with the older LG or the Samsung. It really doesn't matter how new or how expensive your phone is. That's why I don't want to go into smartphone models, their technology and the gadgets that go with them in this book. Every smartphone that has come onto the market in the last five years has a camera function that is perfectly adequate for nature and landscape photography. Differences only become noticeable in the functions of the camera app. Unfortunately, not all models have a voice function for triggering the shutter, an HDR function or a magic focus. This is often a pity, but before buying one hardly pays attention to whether these functions are available. However, they are not decisive for how good or bad your nature photos will be. Basically, I took photos with the standard camera app of the smartphone. The main reason for this is that the full resolution is available for further processing. Some apps, like Instagram, only use 600x600 pixels - that's not enough for further processing. It is better to load the high-resolution image into another photo app and process it there.
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	Fig.: Elbe Sandstone Mountains, LG, ISO 50, f/2.4, 1/200s


	 


	A small selection of photo apps is all you need to creatively enhance your photos. If you are unsure which app suits your preferences, just try out several. Afterwards, you can uninstall the apps if you don't like them. The "Smart Cleaning App" helps you clean up and uninstall apps by showing you exactly how many weeks you haven't used certain apps. In this book, however, I am not concerned with editing photos with different apps, but with how you can deal with the weaknesses and problems of the smartphone camera. Currently, setting the manual aperture and changing the shutter speed or ISO settings via special photo apps are not really mature. Despite the limitations, taking photos with a smartphone is a lot of fun. A mobile phone is always at hand and easy and handy to use. How can you take wonderful nature and landscape photos with the possibilities of the smartphone? How can the camera's weaknesses in terms of aperture, exposure time and noise be used creatively - and perhaps turned into strengths? I give answers to these questions in the following chapters. The individual chapters do not build on each other, so you can cross-read the contents at any time.




2. in just three steps - the basic settings
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	Fig.: Grain field, LG, ISO 50, f/2.4, 1/1000s


	 


	Before I start with my photography tips, I would like to briefly discuss the basic settings of your smartphone.


	 


	Step 1


	The first step is to set the resolution of your pictures. To do this, go to the settings within the camera app and there to the function "Resolution" or "Image size". Set the highest resolution that your camera offers. The resolution indicates how many pixels there are in the vertical and horizontal direction on an image. As an example, think of a picture with a resolution of 2,000 x 1,000 pixels: In one direction the image is 2,000 pixels "wide", in the other direction it is 1,000 pixels "long". So in total there are 2,000x1,000 = 2,000,000 pixels in this photo. If your mobile phone with a large memory card offers the possibility to take the photos in RAW format instead of JPG format, then I would generally prefer the RAW format for quality reasons. Keep in mind that if you save many large image files, especially as RAW, and upload them to the cloud or send them by email, the required storage capacity will increase.


	My tip: Think about where you want to archive your photos. Many people only save their photos on their smartphone. But if that gets broken or stolen, all the pictures are gone. I archive my image files on an external NAS system. In the past, my photos were automatically saved from my smartphone to my Dropbox via WLAN. As they were stored in Dropbox, I put a backup copy on my NAS system. Today, instead of using Dropbox, I use the Lightroom mobile app, which automatically saves my images from the phone to my Lightroom library on the NAS via the Adobe Cloud. It is important that the backup files are not stored on the same device as your originals.


	 


	The more megapixels, the better?


	No, that is only partly true. The number of megapixels only says something about how high the resolution is. With smartphone cameras, the number of megapixels alone does not determine the quality of the photos. Many other components of the digital camera have at least as much influence on the image quality. Criteria such as exposure time, autofocus and image noise are important. They can help to take sharp photos and compensate for small blurs when holding the smartphone. The megapixel value serves as an indicator, but not as a generally valid characteristic for the quality of the photos. Remember, it is precisely in marketing that megapixels play a supporting role - because "more pixels" always sound more impressive.


	 


	How many megapixels do I need?


	It depends on your personal requirements and what you want to do with the photos later. If you want to print out your pictures in large format or enlarge sections of them, you should choose a smartphone with a camera of at least twelve megapixels. Eight megapixels are sufficient for viewing on a PC screen or printing at A4 size.
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	Fig.: The Wissower Klinken in the morning light. The autumn colouring makes the beech forests shine in all colours. colours. The chalk cliffs are placed in the golden section. placed, LG, ISO 50, f/2.4, 1/120s


	 


	Step 2


	In the second step, you should show grid lines on the display. They help you to ensure that you photograph the horizon straight in landscape photos. They also help you to compose the motif according to the golden ratio.


	You must have heard about the golden section from your earlier art lessons? Depending on your smartphone model, you can display a simple grid, a grid according to the rule of thirds, and a grid according to the golden section and possibly the Fibonacci spiral.


	 


	What does the golden section mean? 


	Simply put, an image of perfection is created when the proportions of the subject are equal and at the same time the asymmetry of the parts makes us feel harmonious. Sounds a bit abstruse, doesn't it? The question that now arises in the context of photographic practice is how to apply the golden ratio. Because the placement of the main subject also has something to do with the focus. It is of no use if the motif, i.e. the flower, the portrait etc. is placed in the upper right or lower left in the sense of the golden section, but is not sharp, i.e. the focus has not been directed towards it. Using the combination of manual focus (which can be determined by pressing on the smartphone display) and the use of the grid lines, it is relatively easy to apply the golden section and the focus point to the subject.


	 


	Why is the golden section explained again and again?


	Well, for one thing, the proportions of the golden section are a natural part of nature. We grow up with it unconsciously in our aesthetic sense. On the other hand, it is a well-known rule in design and composition theory that is used in the sense of harmony. Geometrically, we find this division in nature as well as in man-made buildings and paintings. The golden section is not an invention of the Greeks. Researchers found out that already about 1.3 million years ago - in a time when there was neither a system of measurement nor a system of numbers - people created fist wedges whose proportions corresponded to today's rules of the golden section. From this, scientists were able to conclude that the golden section is not just a deliberate invention of humans, but of a more primal nature. The term "golden section", on the other hand, originates from the end of the Middle Ages, a time when great importance was given to this proportion.


	











And what is the Fibonacci spiral?
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	Fig.: Honeycomb, Fibonacci spiral


	 


	In addition to the golden section, there is also the golden spiral. It is also known as the Fibonacci spiral. Leonardo Fibonacci was an Italian mathematician (1180-1250). He recognised a regularity in the growth of plants. Fibonacci recorded the pattern, which is always the same, in a series of numbers. This numerical relationship can be found everywhere in nature. Probably the most famous example is the nautilus shell, which is structured exactly like a golden spiral. No matter whether on a large or small scale: For example, in snails, in ferns, in the human ear, in hurricanes and even in galaxies. If you now follow the path of the spiral in my example picture with your eyes, you will notice that the spiral forms a fluid line through the picture for the eye, creating a kind of flow that gives the viewer a harmonious overall impression. The golden spiral is especially important for landscape photography. Place the central element of your picture in the smallest spiral rotation and let the other elements such as the body of water, the meadow, the mountain range or the row of trees follow the path of the spiral. This creates an aesthetic composition. You can place the spiral itself in four different positions, in my example it is at the top left. Work with the tool in your smartphone and overlay your photos with the golden spiral when your smartphone shows you the spiral in the guides. The more you practise this, the more these pictures will automatically come out of your gut, without you having to think about it for a long time. Practice makes perfect - and as always, there is no rule you can't break. Whether you apply one of these rules or not is up to you. Just because you follow the principles and create a harmoniously composed photograph according to all the rules of art does not mean that the photograph is exciting, tells a story or creates empathy. These rules are not a panacea, but merely a tool.


	My tip: If you don't have the option of displaying the Golden Section or the Fibonacci spiral with grid lines in the camera app on your smartphone, you can crop your images in image editing according to the composition rule. Lightroom offers the option of displaying the grid in Develop mode with the [R] key. If you press the [O] key with the grid displayed, you can switch between the following grids: Rule of Thirds, Golden Section, Diagonal Triangle, Golden Spiral, Grid Squares. You can also rotate the golden spiral with "Shift+O".


	 


	Step 3


	In the third step, you should look in your camera app to see if it is possible to activate the shutter release function via voice control. This function is very helpful when you have to hold the smartphone with both hands. It has helped me in many situations. These are the most important points. But before you go out into nature, here are two tips. 


	 


	Protect your smartphone


	Try to protect your smartphone from falls. My device has often fallen out of my hands or pocket in the great outdoors. That's why I have a very robust protective case with a shock function. I would advise against flip cases. They are unsuitable for photography because of the handiness. You have to open the protective case like a book and hold it tight. This is unfortunate if you want to focus. They are also not suitable if you want to take photos in landscape format. They also create unsightly shadows around the edges.


	 


	Take care of your battery


	My second tip concerns the power consumption of your smartphone. Taking photos not only takes up a lot of memory, but also a lot of energy. Depending on the battery power, smartphones often only last two to three hours with many exposures. In addition, there are energy problems at very high and very low temperatures. Especially when the temperature outside is below zero, the battery runs out of power even faster than at normal temperatures. In this case, it is helpful to carry the smartphone on a warm body in between. If, on the other hand, it is very hot outside, as in the summer of 2018, the smartphones overheat with many activations. The only thing that helps here is cooling down, e.g. in a dark photo bag. But no matter what the temperatures are outside, many photo shoots drain the battery, so it is important to take a power bank with you on long photo hikes. An extra charging cable can also help. I've often been able to recharge my devices during a break in a restaurant. If you ask politely, it's almost always possible.


	 




3. photography terms you should know





	Are you ready to improve your smartphone photography but don't know where to start? How about a little vocabulary lesson? In this chapter, I describe some key photography terms that will help you dive deeper. Whether you're just starting out or have been shooting for years, you'll appreciate this overview of photography terminology.


	Sensor


	The sensor of your smartphone is the heart. It consists of a very small circuit board that collects incident light and converts it into an electrical signal before translating the data into a digital photo file. The quality of the sensor determines the overall quality of your photo, including resolution, low-light capabilities, depth of field and dynamic range. Therefore, when buying a new smartphone, pay attention to how good the built-in sensor is.


	Objective


	The built-in smartphone lenses consist of several layers of glass that are used to focus light onto the sensor of your camera. Depending on the model, you have between one and four different lenses. The rear-facing camera lenses are the ones we use most often. On the back is a normal lens and often a wide-angle lens. Newer models may also include an ultra-wide angle lens for wide shots and a telephoto lens for zooming in on more distant subjects. Your front camera is the one you use for selfies and video calls. This camera usually has a lower resolution with less depth perception and dynamic range.


	ISO


	While "ISO" used to be a photographic term used to describe the type of film inserted into a camera, in digital photography it refers to how sensitive your camera's sensor is to light. You should therefore know that the higher the ISO - set with a manual camera app - the more light sensitive your camera's sensor is. This means that you can take sharper photos in low light conditions. But beware: the higher the ISO, the higher the image noise.


	HDR


	HDR stands for High Dynamic Rang. Your smartphone has a fixed dynamic range that the sensor can handle, and sometimes it can be difficult to photograph scenes with a bright sky and dark foreground in the same shot. Using a high dynamic range, your smartphone takes multiple photos with different exposures and then stacks them together to create a single HDR photo. This feature is known as Smart HDR and if you have a newer smartphone, the feature is automatically implemented.
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