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THE EVERYTHING® Photography Book

Dear Reader,

Since I first picked up a camera at the age of ten, I've thought that taking photographs is a little bit like being a magician — time- consuming and sometimes When you have successfully captured a fleeting moment in time, you will tricky, but well worth the effort.

When you have successfully captured a fleeting moment in time, you will never be the same. You are not only an artist, but a historian as well. You've captured a unique event that will become increasingly precious and significant as the years pass.

Whether you are just taking up photography or have been shooting for a while, you undoubtedly have some questions about the whole process. There is a learning curve as you master the technical side of any skill, and there are many tips and techniques that can transform you from average to excellent.

That is where The Everything® Photography Book, 2nd Edition will help. Regardless of your skill level, you will find something useful in this book. My goal has been to present the information in a very accessible way, which will allow you to expand your expertise quickly.

It is my hope that as photographers transition from analog to digital cameras, more and more people will acquire an interest in photography, its history, and its future. This wonderful new technology allows you to take your pictures into a digital darkroom, where the only limitations are your imagination and technical skills. Even professional photographers who have been involved with film for decades find they can scan their prints and breathe new life and artistry into them in the digital darkroom.

I cordially invite you to visit my website, www.mellissart.com, to see my work, talk about your own work, or to chat about any questions or comments you may have about this book.
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Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything
® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything
® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you're done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything
®!
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Answers to common questions
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Important snippets of information


[image: illustration]


Urgent warnings
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Quick handy tips
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Top Ten Things You Should Know about Photography


1. You can become a good photographer, armed with the right equipment, mindset, and knowledge.


2. Choosing the appropriate camera — the one you will be comfortable with and use frequently — is the key to quickly gaining new photographic skills.


3. Choosing the right lens and other photographic accessories is essential. Learn how to buy lenses and other equipment you'll actually use.


4. Reference material is vital to becoming a good photographer. Find out where to find books and magazines that will help you answer your questions and address any problems.


5. Learn about light and lighting — if you understand the impact light has on all your shots, you are in control.


6. Learn the rules of good composition. They're not hard to master, and they can transform your style in no time.


7. Shutter speeds and aperture aren't hard to understand. They will be explained in terms that will make them clear, even if you are currently using a point-and-shoot camera.


8. What kind of shooter are you: Plain or artsy? Landscape or portrait? Conventional or digital? Amateur or pro? You'll soon know the answer to that question.


9. Learning to use digital technology and digital darkrooms — even if you shoot film — will strengthen your artistic endeavors. The new technology can transform your photographs.


10. Printing and exhibiting your work isn't hard, but it helps to know exactly what approach works best.









Introduction
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 PHOTOGRAPHY IS BOTH a science and an art. Luckily, you don't have to enroll in a physics course to be able to take good pictures. Today's cameras — both film and digital — are sophisticated electronic devices with tiny computers built into them. These little brains figure out the many variables involved in taking pictures so you don't have to. They allow beginning photographers to take the sort of photos that master photographers could barely achieve a century ago.

We have come a very long way technologically in a short time, and there is every reason to believe that we will achieve breakthroughs that are even more amazing in the near future. However, all of the innovations in the world cannot replace the human element in photography. Only the human factor can breathe true heart and soul into a picture. The vision and enthusiasm of the photographer are what truly make all photos come to life. Only practice and perseverance can give the photographer the experience necessary to capture a moment in time.

Integral to the process is one important insight: Photography is not just record keeping; it is an art form that speaks to the ages. As twentieth-century photographer Henry Cartier-Bresson said, “I suddenly under-stood that a photograph could fix eternity in an instant.” Only when photographers have achieved this insight can their work become something truly extraordinary.

More than ever before, modern photographers have the opportunity to express themselves and explore the many possibilities of their photographic worlds. Formerly, we had to worry about many technical factors and undergo a long and sometimes complicated process to take a photo from conception to execution, from inspiration to completion.

We have come a great distance both in time and technology since the world's first photograph, “View from the Window at Le Gras,” was taken by French photographic pioneer Joseph Nicéphore Niépce, using a process he called heliography. The photographic plate exposure required about eight hours. How many of us would undertake photography if we had to deal with bulky photographic plates and lug a large view camera around, as early photographers like Dorothea Lange and Ansel Adams did?

Whether you are just dabbling in photography or looking to polish your photographic skills, you will benefit from the support this book provides. All photographers will find useful information within these pages, from an overview on current photographic technology to handy and practical tips about everyday shooting.

If you think you would enjoy taking pictures but have been hesitant to get started, this is your chance to take inspiration from the world around you — just pick up your camera and get shooting!

There are few things in life that are as immediately rewarding or constantly inspiring as photography. It isn't necessarily hard or expensive to get started, and once you start shooting, you may be amazed at the world of possibilities that open up for you.





CHAPTER 1


The Expanding Universe of Photography

These days, people take the world of photography for granted, but not so long ago the technology that makes it easy to capture an image did not even exist. As recently as ten years ago, most people hadn't even heard of digital photography. While the essential concepts of photography have been understood for hundreds of years, the pace of discovery and innovation has begun to accelerate at an unprecedented rate. Understanding what is involved in today's photographic fields will offer an insight into the skills that are needed to become a proficient photographer in today's rapidly changing world.



The Dance Between Light and Darkness


No one knows exactly when or how it happened, but at some time in ancient history, someone noticed that when light came into a darkened room through a small hole, it created an upside-down (and laterally reversed) image of what was outside on the wall opposite the hole. Centuries later, this optical principle was given the name camera obscura, which is Latin for “dark room.”
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What causes the camera obscura image to appear upside-down and reversed?


Under normal conditions, light travels in a straight line. When you see an object, you're actually seeing the light reflecting off the object's surface. When the light that is reflected off an object passes through a small hole in thin material, only the light heading in specific directions passes through the hole, converging at a point and then projecting onto an opposite surface upside-down and laterally reversed.



The earliest mention of a camera obscura was by the Chinese philosopher Mo-Ti in the fifth century b.c.e., who called the darkened room a “collecting place” or “locked treasure room.” The Greek philosopher Aristotle also recorded the optical principle of the camera obscura after he viewed a solar eclipse through the holes of a sieve and through the tiny gaps between the leaves of a tree.

In the tenth century, Arabian scholar Ali Al-Hazen Ibn Al-Haitham, also known as Al-Hazen, used a portable camera obscura to observe solar eclipses. An expert in philosophy, physics, and mathematics, Al-Hazen was a serious researcher. He was the first to explain how the eye can see. Among his many other observations was the fact that the image projected by the camera's pinhole became sharper as the hole became smaller.


Bringing Things into Focus


The earliest camera obscuras were primarily used for observing solar eclipses and other scientific applications. The images they projected remained primitive, as only the size of the pinhole could refine them. In the sixteenth century, a focusing lens was added to the pinhole opening, which sharpened the images that appeared on the viewing wall. The lens also made possible a bigger pinhole that would let in more light and create larger and better images. Another important advancement was a mirror that turned images right-side up and reflected them onto a viewing surface.
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If you still don't quite understand the concept of camera obscura, don't worry; it isn't essential to know every technical aspect of photography. This information would be important if you were planning on building a camera, but let's figure out how to take good pictures first, okay?



Once the camera obscura had practical applications, artists and draftsmen used the table-top-sized devices to project images onto paper that they could then trace with pen, charcoal, or pencil. Over time, the camera obscura was refined and made even smaller so it could be used in the field. However, there was still no way to permanently capture the images themselves for later use.


Technological Advances


Hundreds of years before the photographic process was invented, people had already noticed that certain objects and elements changed color when left in the sun. What they didn't know was whether these changes were caused by light, heat, or air. In 1727, German professor Johann Heinrich Schulze decided to perform experiments to determine whether heat would cause silver salts to darken when he baked some in an oven. It did not. He then decided to test light's effect on the chemical. He carved some letters out of a piece of paper, stuck the paper to a bottle filled with the salts, and placed it in the sun. The sun darkened only the exposed parts of the chemical. The parts underneath the paper remained lighter. He had the answer to his question.

In the early 1800s, Frenchman Joseph Nicéphore Niépce (pronounced “neep-ce”) captured the view outside his window by placing a sheet of paper coated with silver salts at the back of a camera obscura and exposing it through the lens. Since he didn't know how to protect the image from further exposure, however, it eventually vanished when the paper was exposed to full daylight. But Niépce was inspired to experiment further.

Several years later, he devised a way to make a permanent image on a metal plate coated with bitumen, another photoreactive substance. It took about eight hours for the image of the view from his window to form on the light-sensitive material. Niépce called his process heliography, meaning “sun writing.”


The Daguerreotype Develops


Louis Jacques Mandé Daguerre, another Frenchman, was experimenting with photoreactive chemicals at the same time as Niépce. A noted artist, Daguerre regularly used a camera obscura as a painting aid, and he wanted to find a way to make images last. He learned of Niépce's work in 1826 and formed a short partnership with him that ended when Niépce died in 1833.
After his partner's death, Daguerre continued his quest for a permanent image. Instead of heliography, however, Daguerre worked on developing a new process that would yield faster exposure times.

The daguerreotype, as Daguerre called his process, was a significant advancement in the quest for a permanent photographic image, but it still had many flaws. The image was transferred onto a polished, mirror-like surface of silver halide particles produced by iodine vapor. Since it was a positive process, it only yielded one-of-a-kind images, and the photographic plates were extremely delicate. Exposure times were still lengthy, about thirty minutes or so, which ruled out portraiture.


Improving Photography


Over the years, the process was further refined and exposure times were reduced to mere seconds, making daguerreotypes the first photographic process to permanently record and fix an image. Exposure times were reasonable for use in portrait photography, which in turn made it the first commercially viable photographic process. A patent for daguerreotypes was obtained in 1839 by a London patent agent, Miles Berry, on behalf of Louis Daguerre. In the United States, a flourishing market in portrait photography developed by the 1840s, as itinerant practitioners of the medium traveled from town to town.
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Portrait photography was immensely popular, particularly for those of modest means. For the first time in recorded history, people could get likenesses of themselves and their loved ones at a very reasonable price. The wealthy mostly ignored the new craze and continued to commission portraits painted by fine artists, considering the photographic portraits inferior.





The First Negative


An idea occurred to William Henry Fox Talbot, a researcher, mathematician, chemist, and member of the English Parliament, while he was on his honeymoon in Italy. He was attempting to sketch a scene with the help of a camera lucida, a device used by artists of his day, which threw an image onto paper as an aid to sketching. Frustrated at the results, he was determined to find a way to permanently capture the beauty of the scene before him. He mused “how charming it would be if it were possible to cause these natural images to imprint themselves durably, and remain fixed upon the paper … And why should it not be possible?”


Further Advances and Developments


Talbot jotted down thoughts about experiments he could conduct at home to see if the beauties of nature could be permanently captured through the action of light on certain material substances. As a consequence of his experiments, he developed a process he called “the art of photogenic drawing.”

Talbot used paper embedded with silver chloride, which he topped with various objects and exposed to the sun. This process created a negative image, rendering dark objects light and light objects dark. He then soaked the paper negative in oil, which made the light areas translucent, and made a positive print by shining light through it onto another piece of photosensitive paper. He patented his process in 1841, and the following year he was awarded a medal from Britain's Royal Society.

Talbot's negative-to-positive process made it possible to create multiple copies of the same image. However, the images it produced were crude and fuzzy compared to Daguerre's crisply rendered plates. Most people preferred the latter, and Talbot's invention was never widely employed, although it did represent a vital step in the development of modern photography.
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William Talbot's negative-positive system most likely predates the daguerreotype. Although Daguerre's invention was announced earlier, Talbot's letters indicate that he had invented his system in 1835 but chose not to announce it until he perfected it. When Daguerre's invention was made public in 1839, Talbot then rushed to publicize his own work.



Talbot's inventions didn't end with the negative-positive process. In the next few years, he also came up with the following techniques and ideas:


	
The calotype (from the Greek kalos, meaning “beautiful”), or latent image. This was an accidental discovery, made after Talbot underexposed some photosensitive paper. Instead of tossing it, he applied more silver compound and the images miraculously appeared. This discovery significantly decreased exposure times — before it, photo-sensitive materials had to be exposed long enough for light alone to darken them.



	
Using a fine mesh screen to create a halftone image for printing purposes.



	
Photoglyphy, a photoengraving process he patented in 1858.



	
Flash photography, which he demonstrated in 1851 when he photographed a newspaper using the light from an electric spark. He did this to demonstrate how a moving subject (the newspaper was spinning) could be captured sharply by a very short-duration flash; in this case, less than 1/10,000 of a second.





Talbot displayed how well several of his inventions worked in 1844, when he published The Pencil of Nature, the first book to contain photographs. A true visionary, he also predicted such technologies as infrared photography, photo duplication (copy machines), and microfilm.




[image: illustration]



The earliest known surviving photographic negative on paper was taken by Talbot in 1835. “Latticed Window,” an image of a window in his home, Lacock Abbey, resides in the photographic collection of the Science Museum at the National Museum of Photography, Film and Television in Bradford, England.



Inspired by Daguerre and Talbot, English astronomer Sir John Herschel also began experimenting with the photographic process. He discovered that hyposulfite of soda, the chemical now referred to as hypo, would fix images on photosensitive paper by stopping the chemical action of silver salts.


The Advent of Wet and Dry Plates


In 1851, the new science of photography was further refined by Frederick Scott Archer's invention of wet-plate collodion photography. This process involved spreading a mixture of collodion — a wound-dressing material made of nitrated cotton dissolved in ether and alcohol — and other chemicals on sheets of glass. It delivered more highly refined images than either Talbot's or Daguerre's methods. In 1871, English physician Richard Leach Maddox took Archer's discovery a step further with his dry-plate process, which used an emulsion of gelatin and silver bromide on a glass plate.



The Birth of Modern Photography


At the same time that Talbot and others were experimenting with the chemical side of photography, advances were being made in the design of the camera itself. A shutter was added to control exposure times, which had grown significantly shorter due to the advances in imaging materials. With exposure times now shortened to as little as 1/25th of a second, not only were shots that stopped action now possible, but people didn't have to hold a pose for minutes at a time to have their portraits taken. Although the cameras of the period were bulky and large by our modern standards, their size had to be able to accommodate the large imaging plates of the time.


Enter the Kodak Moment


In the late 1870s, American George Eastman, a junior bank clerk and avid amateur photographer, began experimenting with gelatin emulsions in his mother's kitchen at night. In 1880, in Rochester, New York, he established a manufacturing company to make dry plates based on his formula. Eastman continued to refine the process, and in 1885, he patented a machine that coated a continuous roll of paper with emulsion.

Three years later, Eastman introduced the Kodak camera. With the promotional slogan “You press the button, we do the rest,” it sold for $25 and came already loaded with a 20-foot roll of paper film, enough for 100 exposures. (A year later, Eastman substituted the paper roll with one made of celluloid.) After all frames were exposed, the user sent the entire camera back to Eastman's company. There, the film was processed, printed, and the camera was loaded with a new roll, after which it was sent back to its owner with the negatives and a set of prints.

Eastman continued to refine his camera, making each new version a bit smaller and a little more technologically advanced than previous models. He was able to bring the cost of a camera down to $5 — a good price for the time — but Eastman was determined to come up with an even cheaper product that anyone could afford to buy. In 1900, with the debut of the Brownie, he fulfilled his long-held dream of putting the magic of photography into the hands of anyone who wanted to snap a shutter. The Brownie cost just $1, and it used film that sold for fifteen cents a roll.


Large and Boxy


Old cameras were often clumsy contraptions.

The first Kodak cameras used film that was physically much larger than what we're used to today, as the chemicals used in film manufacturing and the lenses of the time were somewhat crude. As time went on, emulsions and lenses became more refined, and the need for large-format film to produce acceptable images diminished.



Types of Cameras and Skill Levels


Over the years, and especially today, camera design and technology continues to evolve. Simpler, cheaper, and more capable of producing higher-quality results, there is now a camera available to fit the needs of almost everyone.

In the 1930s and 1940s, photo imaging made a giant leap forward. Color transparency film was introduced in 1935, and color negative film came along in 1942. The debut of the Polaroid Land Camera in 1947 made it possible to take a picture and develop it on the spot in a minute or less.
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FIGURE 1-1 The classic Graflex camera was marketed from 1952 to 1955 and had a Graftar 85mm f/3.5 lens. A reversed image was cast on a ground glass viewer on top of the camera.


Camera Design Becomes Streamlined


The cameras most widely used in the latter half of the twentieth century were the small 35mm handheld cameras used by both professional photographers and the general public, but Polaroid cameras were also popular. The Polaroid required less skill to operate and was less expensive than the average 35mm and was used widely for decades, despite the fact that there was no negative and if fixative was not applied to the image correctly, fading and yellowing would inevitably occur quite rapidly.


Disposable Cameras


The very end of the twentieth century saw the invention of disposable or single-use cameras, an innovation which rapidly became one of the best-selling point-and-shoots on the market. These inexpensive cameras took a lot of the stress out of picture taking for the casual photographer. The film was preloaded, the batteries preinstalled, and the buttons and controls simplified down to two or three easy-to-understand controls: the shutter, the film advance, and possibly a flash on/off button. Best of all, the disposable camera could be dropped off at the photofinisher without the picture taker ever having to touch it. It was amazingly convenient; even if you forgot to bring a camera, you could still get some shots. These cameras provided a virtually risk-free way to jump into the world of photography.



What Type of Camera Will You Use?


The subjects you choose to photograph and the equipment you decide to use will be determined by your budget, your interests, and your skill level. If you initially intend to take snapshots of your children as they grow but then decide you want to take your SLR camera on a photo safari to Africa, you will probably outgrow your camera — especially in these times when technology is evolving so rapidly.


The Single Lens Reflex Camera


The 35mm single lens reflex (SLR) camera, which debuted in 1960, ushered in modern-day photography; it continues to be the technology and format in widest use today. Unlike earlier 35mm cameras, SLR cameras featured special mechanisms that allowed photographers to see the same image in the viewfinder that the lens captured on film. With their interchangeable lenses and complete control over shutter speed, lens opening, and focusing, SLR cameras also offered photographers the tools to expand their creative abilities beyond what was previously possible.


Simpler Technology


For photographers wanting to take advantage of some of the versatility and creativity of the new cameras without having to learn the techniques necessary to master them, numerous manufacturers came out with easier-to-use (and cheaper) versions, including the point-and-shoot camera. In the 1980s, the introduction of capabilities like autofocus, autoexposure, and other automatic features allowed users to concentrate more on the images they wanted to capture and less on the mechanical processes necessary to create them.


Point-and-Shoot Cameras


In the mid-1990s, photography in the point-and-shoot world evolved further with the introduction of the Advanced Photo System (APS). Developed by an international consortium of camera and film manufacturers as a fully integrated photographic system for amateur photographers, APS features a special magnetic coding process that facilitates communications between the camera, film, and photofinishing equipment and makes for almost goofproof picture taking. APS cameras are smaller than 35mm cameras; they have smaller lenses and use smaller film as well. They're fully automatic and self-loading, which virtually eliminates any user errors. They feature three different picture formats — C, or classic, similar to a standard 35mm print (3.5” × 5” or 4” × 6”); H, or high vision (also called group or HDTV), measuring 3.5” × 6” or 4” × 7”; and panoramic, measuring 3.5” × 8.5” or 4” × 11.5”. APS cameras also allow users to switch between formats on the same roll of film. Magnetic strips on the film record the exposure and sizing parameters for each picture. During processing, the photofinishing equipment reads the information recorded for each negative and makes the necessary adjustments.
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FIGURE 1-2 Today's photographers have lots of good options and choices. These are both point-and-shoots, but the one on the left looks and functions a lot like an SLR.




[image: illustration]



While the APS system makes panoramic pictures a breeze to create, it's possible to make pictures in this format with 35mm cameras as well. You can also turn any print into a panorama shot by trimming off the top and bottom. This is especially easy with digital photos, where two images can be merged.




Digital SLRs Versus Point-and-Shoot Cameras


Digital imaging, which also debuted in the 1990s, is the latest step in the evolution of photography. Instead of recording images on film, digital cameras use tiny light sensors to convert images into electrical charges. A processor inside the camera then analyzes the information and translates it into a digital image comprised of pixels, or tiny dots. After the image is composed, it is stored either on a memory chip inside the camera or on a removable memory card or disk. Images can be transferred to a computer, where they can be viewed, edited, and printed out on a printer. Some cameras can even make short videos or have the capability to output images to televisions.

The technology behind digital cameras made them extremely expensive when they were first introduced, which put them beyond the reach of most photographers. Since then, they've come down substantially in price, with good-quality point-and-shoot cameras widely available in the $100–$300 range. Consumer digital SLRs can be bought for $500–$1,500.





CHAPTER 2


Point-and-Shoot Photography

For beginning to advanced photographers, the point-and-shoot camera offers an easy way to capture great-looking images. This popular type of camera is based on the 35mm format, and in this chapter, you'll learn more about the SLR's smaller, simpler, and generally cheaper cousin, the point-and-shoot camera. Available in both film and digital format, this camera gives photographers an amazingly convenient tool that can handle most photographic needs.



Point-and-Shoot Photography Defined


Point-and-shoot is a term widely used to describe a class of cameras that can remove almost all of the guesswork and a lot of the complexity from taking pictures. They range from inexpensive fixed-lens disposables to expensive cameras with high-quality lenses capable of capturing images of equal quality to those taken with the best SLR cameras. They all feature automatic controls that allow photographers to worry less about technical details and focus more on actually taking pictures.
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While it may seem like point-and-shoot cameras are for rank amateurs only, this isn't the case at all. Many experienced amateur and professional photographers who use SLR cameras also own and use point-and-shoot cameras and sing their praises highly.



Cameras that fall into the point-and-shoot category include cheap single-use (disposable) cameras and more pricey 35mm compact cameras. While they're not technically 35mm cameras because of their smaller film size, Advanced Photo System (APS) cameras also fall under the point-and-shoot category, which encompasses digital cameras as well.

Point-and-shoot cameras differ from SLRs in several significant ways. For the most part, they don't have interchangeable lenses, although some of the top-of-the-line models may offer this feature. They also don't focus through the lens as SLRs do, instead using a separate viewing window. Some better cameras use a separate viewing lens.



Advantages of Point-and-Shoot Photography


Point-and-shoot cameras offer almost anyone the opportunity to take good pictures with predictable results quickly and without much effort. Because they automatically control how images are taken, users don't have to worry about such things as focusing, f-stops, depth of field, or shutter speeds. Instead, they can concentrate more on other aspects of taking good pictures, such as point of view, anticipating the action, catching the decisive moment, finding the best direction and quality of light, and interacting with the subject. Many of these cameras have a tiny, built-in flash, which means you don't even have to think about lighting.
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Point-and-shoot cameras are also called compact cameras or lens-shutter cameras. This is because their shutters are built into their lenses. You'll sometimes hear SLRs referred to as manual cameras because they give you the option of choosing the settings yourself.




A Simpler Approach


Point-and-shoot cameras have fewer moving parts, which makes them cheaper than comparable SLRs, as well as less likely to break and quieter to operate. They're lighter and more compact than the more complex film SLRs, which makes them easier for kids — or, for that matter, anyone with small hands — to handle and work with. Their size and lighter weight also make them great choices for taking on vacations.


Seizing the Moment


Much of photography really is about being in the right place at the right time. If a complicated camera intimidates you, or if you're worried about using one in certain situations, it will be in the closet instead of in your hands the next time you want to capture a special moment. Having a small, easy-to-use camera can do a lot to help this happen. With careful composition, close attention to light quality, a good connection to your subject, and a good idea of what the photograph is supposed to be about, the point-and-shoot could be the perfect tool, and it could prove to be the most reliable camera you use to meet your performance expectations.
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FIGURE 2-1 Although taken with a point-and-shoot, there is sufficient detail and tonal range in this shot of someone at a masquerade party.
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FIGURE 2-2 A lot of shadow detail has been lost in this shot taken with a point-and-shoot of a couple on the beach. The midtones have filled in.



Disadvantages of Point-and-Shoot Photography


Now for the downside to the point-and-shoot method. With these cameras, you sacrifice the creative tools of selective focus and, with some point-and-shoot models, closeup or macro photography. Cheaper models will not give you the satisfaction of sharp, dynamic enlargements, subtle use of low light, and the many other creative and esthetic aspects of photography.

Other downsides to point-and-shoots include the following:


	

Inferior lens quality. With the exception of the most expensive point-and-shoot models, the lenses on most of the cameras in this category are not the best money can buy.



	

Less accurate image framing. Point-and-shoot cameras focus through a separate viewing window rather than through the lens, like SLR cameras do. This means you can't see exactly how the final picture is going to be composed. However, what you do see is fairly close.



	

Inaccurate viewfinders. Viewfinders in point-and-shoot cameras may not be very accurate. Although you carefully center and compose your shot, the print may show the main subject too small and off to one side or too low in the frame.



	

Less sophisticated light-metering systems. Exposures may be off in both existing light situations and with flash, resulting in badly exposed negatives that are harder to correct in the lab.



	

Lens-cap errors. Because you're not viewing your subject through the lens, it can be amazingly easy to forget to take the lens cap off. To mitigate the problem, some point-and-shoot cameras have a sliding cover over the lens that either automatically opens when the camera is turned on or that is opened manually.



	

Other image-loss problems. Because point-and-shoot cameras are so small, it's very easy to cover up their sensors, flash, or lenses.



	

Less creative range. Photographers who desire to immerse themselves in the technical magic of photography will not get enough contact with it using a point-and-shoot.






Problems with Parallax


Users of point-and-shoot cameras also have to deal with something called parallax error or parallax effect. Because the viewing frame is offset from the lens, the image you see through the frame is different from what the lens sees. The difference isn't great at normal distances — that is, about ten feet or so away from the camera — but it intensifies as distances get shorter, making it increasingly difficult to see exactly what the lens will capture. You might think you're getting everything you're seeing in your shot, when in reality you may end up with parts being chopped off.

Most point-and-shoot cameras get around the problem by marking the viewfinder eyepiece to indicate the area that will be included in a closeup. More expensive models sometimes have parallax correction or compensation features built into the viewfinder to guide closeup composition.


Focusing Problems


Point-and-shoot cameras are notorious for fooling their users into thinking that images are in focus when they actually aren't. This happens because the viewing window is used for image framing, not for checking focus. Look near, far, or anywhere in between, and everything will look crystal clear through the lens in the viewing window. But due to the idiosyncrasies inherent in autofocus technology, what you'll actually see on film may end up being very different.

Unfortunately, there's not much you can do about this problem, aside from being aware of where the camera's focusing zones are and staying within them. More expensive point-and-shoot cameras do a better job of focusing, because they feature more zones than the less expensive models do.



Basic Features of Point-and-Shoot Cameras


Because they substitute electronic circuitry for some of the mechanisms found in SLR cameras, point-and-shoot cameras are some of the smallest available on the market today. They're also lighter than their film SLR counterparts, but not necessarily too much lighter than digital SLRs. The less expensive point-and-shoots are usually made of plastic, which gets more durable as these cameras increase in price. Point-and-shoot cameras at the top end of the price range often have light but durable titanium bodies.


Autofocus


All but the cheapest point-and-shoot cameras have autofocus, which is activated by pressing down slightly on the shutter release. Most models use active infrared autofocus systems, which measure distances by shooting an infrared beam from the camera to the subject. A sensor then uses this information to move the lens into one of a number of focusing zones.

The simplest autofocus models generally have three zones that cover closeup (about five feet or so), medium-range (ten feet), and distance shots (twenty feet and farther). More sophisticated point-and-shoot cameras have additional ranges to provide more precise focusing. Most point-and-shoots also have focus lock, which allows for reframing the subject in the view-finder after the focus has been set.

Autofocus isn't an option on the cheapest point-and-shoots, which almost always have fixed-focus lenses. Subjects within a certain range (say, six feet to infinity) will be in focus to a certain extent, but closer objects will be blurry.


Autoexposure


Autoexposure controls determine how the camera handles specific lighting situations to yield images that aren't under- or over-exposed. Most autoexposure systems on point-and-shoot cameras use a fairly simple setup, in which a front-mounted sensor measures existing light. When the shutter is pressed, the system reads the sensor and automatically sets the lens opening and shutter speed based on combinations already programmed in the camera's memory.

Some point-and-shoot cameras use through-the-lens, or TTL, metering, which is more precise and increases the accuracy of the exposure. Most TTL meters measure the overall light in a scene. Some more advanced TTL systems use center-weighted metering, which measures light at various points in the scene — such as the middle, top, and sides. The camera's electronics then analyze all the readings, usually putting more weight on the central portion of the scene.
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The automatic exposure systems on point-and-shoot film cameras aren't as sophisticated as those in SLR cameras. Color print film, which allows more exposure latitude than slide film, is usually the best choice for these cameras.



The least expensive point-and-shoot cameras use a fixed exposure, meaning that the shutter speed and lens opening never change. With these cameras, choosing the right film (high speed for indoor, slow speed for outdoor) is what it takes to get decent pictures. Some let you have a little control over exposure by flipping a switch between outdoor and indoor settings.


Flash Features


Almost all point-and-shoot cameras have an automatic flash feature provided by a little electronic flash unit built into the front of the camera body. This guarantees that you'll get an image even in darkness. However, that's about all they guarantee. Camera-mounted flashes tend to do a poor job in most situations, as they wash out highlights and flatten detail. (However, the same flash can be useful to even out the light in very contrasting situations, like on a very sunny day.) The flash units on point-and-shoot cameras also tend to be fairly limited in their range, resulting in underexposed images in dim lighting. Knowing the camera's limitations and staying within them is the best way to avoid this problem.


Red-Eye Reduction


This is a feature that minimizes the eerie effect that flash creates when people photographed in dim light or darkness glance directly into the lens. This is another standard feature on most point-and-shoot cameras.


Auto Wind and Auto Rewind


These two features are standard on almost all point-and-shoot film cameras. 
As their names imply, they automatically load the film, advance it, and then rewind it when all frames are exposed. On some cameras, you may have to push a button to activate auto rewind. That same button will let you rewind film in the middle of a roll.



Advanced Features of Point-and-Shoot Cameras


As point-and-shoot cameras move up in price, they offer both better technology and more features. Images taken with these cameras can, and often do, rival those created with the best SLRs. For some users, the advanced features offered by top-of-the-line point-and-shoot cameras are well worth the high price tags these cameras often come with. For occasional users, or those who are only buying a point-and-shoot as a backup for their SLR cameras, the additional bells and whistles on sophisticated point-and-shoots may simply not be worth the additional expense.


Better Lenses


Instead of single-focal-length lenses, more advanced point-and-shoot cameras often have lenses that offer a choice of two focal lengths for more versatility. They might also have zoom lenses that offer even more opportunities to fill the frame with the subject. Zoom lenses available on point-and-shoot cameras vary. They can do a good job with portraits or capture a crowd of people in a small space. Point-and-shoots with dual focal length or zoom lenses often have real image viewfinders, which move along with the lenses and provide a better idea of what the final image will look like, enabling the photographer to accomplish better framing.


Flash Modes


The more advanced point-and-shoot cameras often offer flash modes that provide more control over the camera's built-in flash. Flash-off mode lets you cancel the flash when you don't want it to automatically fire. This is great for taking night shots or for taking photos in places where flash is not allowed. The use of fill flash softens ugly shadows that shooting in daylight can cause, or helps in creating a more evenly lit image.

Nighttime flash mode combines flash with a longer shutter speed. The flash lights up the objects close to the camera, and the longer shutter speed captures the ambient light in the scene.


Shooting Modes


Many point-and-shoot cameras let you optimize their settings to match your general or specific shooting situations. These shooting modes are sometimes very specific. Single frame versus continuous shooting, for instance, lets you choose between a mode that fires the camera once each time the shutter button is pushed and one that fires the camera and shoots pictures as long as the shutter is held down.

Other shooting modes available on some point-and-shoot cameras include:


	

Portrait mode. This option presets lens length and exposure for head-and-shoulder shots. It tells the camera your subject is close to the lens and you want all the distant scenery to be out of focus. It does this by using a large aperture and focusing on the nearest subject.



	

Backlight mode. Backlighting (in which the subject has bright light coming from behind it) can fool an automatic camera into adjusting the exposure so the background is correctly exposed, but the foreground, where your main subject is, is way too dark. This mode compensates for backlit scenes.



	

Panorama mode. This mode sets the camera for wide-angle landscape shots or action photos.



	

Nighttime portrait. This mode combines red-eye reduction with nighttime flash mode.



	

Landscape mode. This mode tells the autofocus camera to focus at infinity, no matter what. It won't try to focus on an unimportant object close to the camera. You would use this if people, foliage, or other nearby objects occupied a part of your frame that the camera would ordinarily focus on as the main subject.







New Features of Point-and-Shoot Cameras


Advanced point-and-shoot cameras may also feature a few more bells and whistles that make the photographer's life easier. The cameras that have these features will usually come with a higher price tag, but look for them to become increasingly part of the standard package as competition in the point-and-shoot market increases.


	

Remote control. This allows you to operate the camera from a distance. While a self-timer also works, a remote control lets the photographer choose exactly the right moment to take a shot. This is particularly helpful for situations where you need to minimize camera movement, as in low-light conditions.



	

Auxiliary viewfinders. This lets you focus, through a second view-finder on the top of the camera, while you're aiming at subjects from waist level. These can be great for capturing candid shots of your kids or at play, and, for that matter, for snapping candid shots of anyone at a lower level than you are.



	

Date imprint. Many point-and-shoot cameras offer this feature. It prints the date the picture was taken on your negative in the case of film cameras, or on the image itself in the case of digital cameras. The date will also appear on your pictures when they are printed. You can usually turn this feature off.





Best choices can change quickly in the world of technology, but at the time of this writing, these are the top five contenders for the best point-and-shoot cameras.


HP Photosmart R742


This is a well-designed, smart camera with a sturdy 3.8” × 2.4″ metal case that's flat and thin enough to fit easily into a shirt pocket, with a 2.5″ LCD window. There are both program and automatic exposure modes. Shooting modes include landscape, portrait, action, closeup, sunset, beach, snow, panorama, theater, and night modes, plus digital video that shoots at twenty-four frames per second.


	
Max. Megapixels: 7.2



	
Optical Zoom: 7x



	
Weight (ounces): 4.5



	
Media Slots: MultiMediaCard, SD Memory Card, SDHC Memory Card



	
Priced Around: $90






Nikon Coolpix P5100


This prosumer camera offers optical image stabilization and face-priority autofocus features. It comes with good ergonomics, and a sturdy compact body with a 3.9″ × 2.6″ profile small enough to stow in a purse or jacket pocket. It also has aperture-priority, automatic, I-TTL program flash, program, shutter-priority, and manual shooting modes.


	
Max. Megapixels: 12



	
Optical Zoom: 3.5x



	
Weight (ounces): 7.1



	
Media Slots: MultiMediaCard, SD Memory Card



	
Priced Around: $280






Canon PowerShot A590 IS


Customers rate this camera as one of the best for good reasons, as it offers manual controls, as well as fully automatic modes. The image stabilization feature allows crisp photos under less than optimum conditions and the option to use the optical viewfinder rather than LCD screen can help prolong battery life. It has face-recognition and motion-detection technology. The camera body is small, just over 3.7″ × 2.6″ × 1.6″.


	
Max. Megapixels: 8



	
Optical Zoom: 4x



	
Weight (ounces): 7.9



	
Media Slots: SD Card



	
Priced Around: $115






Canon PowerShot 590


The 590's 2.5 LCD makes composing shots easy. For added creativity, wide or telephoto converter lenses can be attached. It has optical image stabilization and facial recognition technology. This camera is hard to beat for low battery usage, great zoom, fast startup, and manual as well as automatic shooting options at a low price.


	
Max. Megapixels: 8



	
Optical Zoom: 4x



	
Weight (ounces): 6.17



	
Media Slots: SD/MMC/SDHC Card



	
Priced Around: $139






HP Photosmart R927


At 1″ thick, the R927 isn't ultra-thin, but it does fit easily into a shirt pocket. An interesting feature is the processing options for those who don't like to edit their images on a PC. Images that look like an old sepia print or a watercolor painting or cartoon can all be done in-camera. It can also stitch panoramas together and display them on its big LCD. You can combine up to five shots, which you shoot either left to right or vice versa.


	
Max. Megapixels: 8.2



	
Optical Zoom: 3x



	
Weight (ounces): 7
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