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  1. Introduction




  





  In the search of a name for the magical soft optical blur in the background of photographs, it was the Japanese who were the first to be successful.




  Boke respectively boke-aji is, what they call the blur in photographs. Literally translated bokeh means "mist", "blur" or even senility (mental blur). In the end, Bokeh prevailed as photographic term, and by the middle of the last century it distributed into the Western world.




  Bokeh as the name for the blurriness refers to the aesthetic quality of the blurriness in pictures, which means how the bokeh is perceived and felt by the observer. The level of aesthetic of a bokeh cannot be measured. It only depends on the subjective perception. We can use the bokeh in a picture to improve its aesthetic quality. Though, "bokehs" are not always an  enrichment in photography. They can have a disturbing effect if they distract from the motive or if the shape of the bokeh is perceived as less appealing.




  Often the bokeh is equated with the appearance of bright highlights in the background of pictures which transform into blurry overlapping circles of light. However, the term "bokeh" describes the blurriness of the background in general, whether or not highlights exist in the picture.




  Therefore the repeated discussions about the bokeh in different photography-forums are justified. Unfortunately these discussions mainly focus on the technical level. The participants of these discussions heatedly argue about which lens creates the most beautiful bokeh.




  We even find explanations about the physics of the bokeh in literature. Though, it only helps partly, if one does not exactly know how to compose a bokeh, not by coincidence, but on purpose. Yet, it is not as difficult as it seems at first sight.
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  Boke 暈け or ボ respectively boke-aji ボケ味 is, what they call the blur in photographs. Literally translated bokeh means „mist”, „blur” or even senility (mental blur).




  





  2. Bokeh - Basics




  





  As we explained in the introduction, Bokeh describes the blurriness of a photograph, or to put it another way the subjectively perceived look of the blurriness. A photograph is always a two dimensional translation of the three dimensional reality. So, if we take a photograph, it is expected that the camera translates this three dimensionality into a two dimensionality. But it is technically impossible for a camera lens to focus on the complete focal plane of the three dimensional reality. The human eye also does not have this capability, but we have a brain, which compensates this lack. Otherwise we would also see these bokehs, which are "seen" by the camera. The camera adjusts to the focal plane, which can cover a very small area if the aperture is small and a wider area, if the aperture is larger. To better illustrate: The focal plane can be compared with slices of a loaf of bread which we randomly cut in the middle. The slices in the middle, no matter if thick or thin, appear focused to a certain extent. If the focus lines are exceeded in both directions, then the slices before and behind will blur more and more.
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  Bokehs therefore are created by adjusting the lens to a certain focal plane and the rest will appear blurry. If there are lights in the background, so called circles of confusion will appear. The lights will not be displayed as dots but as discs, which can look completely different - depending on the layout of the blades in the lens. Each lens creates a very unique and individual bokeh. Lenses, in particular macro-lenses or lenses which are preferably used for portraits are partially optimized to create a particularly harmonious photograph. Lenses with fixed focal length most often create a more beautiful bokeh than zoom lenses, because they are better in focusing. As mentioned above, the look is always a matter of taste. Enough of the theory! It is an advantage to own a large-aperture lens to create a bokeh. These lenses allow the aperture to be widely opened, letting lots of light into the camera. Despite all the advantages there is also a negative side to large apertures. Only a limited area can be focused and the photographer has to ensure the exact focus of the motive. As a rule of thumb one can keep in mind: the wider the aperture, the smaller the focal plane. Exactly what we need for a beautiful bokeh. Unfortunately such large-aperture lenses are also very expensive. But don't start to worry. A standard lens will also work for the beginning. Additionally important for the bokeh is the correctional state of the lens. This depends on, which area was optimized by the manufacturer, sharpness, contrast or resolution. But that is another matter. If you want to know more about the technical part of the bokeh then just have a look at chapter 12 where we collected a number of useful links.
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