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Foreword

I'd like to dedicate this eBook to my soulmate and beautiful girlfriend, Dayna, whose encouragement,
compassion, love and support have been my rock for many years and I hope I get to spend the rest of 
my days with you, until I go to the big darkroom in the sky. It was you who bought me my first 
DSLR and sparked my interest in photography. I cannot thank you enough for the time you have 
invested in me, despite me being the biggest pain in the arse on the planet at times. I'm also very 
grateful to Dayna's parents, Malcolm and Judy for their continued support and especially Judy for 
proof reading this eBook.

I'd also like to thank my dad for buying me the Nikon D90 and all the old equipment, which further 
fuelled my passion for photography. My family for always being there for me through extremely 
difficult times in my life. Lastly, my sisters for producing such gorgeous little nieces and nephews 
that provide me with the most wonderful subjects to photograph – well, when they permit it. I love 
them all dearly!

The purpose of this eBook is to introduce struggling newcomers to the often frustrating, highly 
confusing and multifaceted world of DSLR photography, sharing my experiences, knowledge and 
opinions along the way. It is a compilation of all the guides and articles I have published on my 
website www.azkportraits.co.uk, which have proved useful to many people who've taken the time to 
read them and digest the information within. I have compiled them into this PDF so that you can 
access these guides offline so they serve as a reference for when (as often would happen to me) you 
panic and completely forget how to solve a problem.

Although only having been into photography myself for 3½ years at the time of writing this, it has 
been a very steep learning curve and I have accomplished a modest amount in that time. To date my 
work has been featured in 10 national publications and hung in a science exhibition in Glasgow. I've 
also been runner up twice in Digital Camera's Photographer Of The Year competition, so all in all not
bad going I guess. 

During that time I have read extensively, experimented profusely (as the shutter count on my poor 
D90 will attest to) and come to understand a great deal about photography from the basic camera 
mechanics, techniques to utilize in different lighting scenarios as well as the artistic and philosophical
aspects of it too. Its not an encyclopedia or camera bible but I'm confident that enough bases are 
touched upon and sufficient information contained within that it will benefit those who read it. I'm at 
a point in my photography that I know what I'm doing but the mistakes I made and difficulties I used 
to come up against and you will face too, are still fresh in my mind. 

I hope you enjoy......

Aaron

http://www.azkportraits.co.uk/
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BUYING YOUR FIRST DSLR CAMERA

Making the jump from a compact or bridge camera to a DSLR can be a bit overwhelming. With so 
many brands and models to choose from, it becomes confusing very quickly. That's not even 
mentioning the huge variety of lenses available both from the camera manufacturers as well as third 
party brands. So what to choose?

The main players in the DSLR arena are Nikon, Canon, Sony, Pentax, Olympus and Sigma, so there 
are quite a few to decide between and all produce entry level and more advanced cameras to suit all 
budgets and photographic requirements. 

One thing that I've frequently read on forums over the years and has long bugged the hell out of me is
the following advice. "Try a few cameras in-store and whatever one feels best in your hand - that's 
the one to get". To me, this is the most ill conceived, ass backward method of choosing a camera 
possible and literally is the last thing you should consider when buying a camera!

Granted, if the camera is just intended for family snapshots or photographing your kids in the garden 
or local park, then pretty much any DSLR is going to meet the requirements. However, if its to be 
used in a more genre specific manner, like landscapes, action sports, wildlife, architecture, etc., you 
should work out what attributes are needed in a camera for the type of photography that you currently
shoot or intend to.

Things you may need to consider include:

• Full frame or crop sensor
• ISO/Low light capabilities (shooting indoors or at night)
• Auto focus system (Number of focus points and focusing speed)
• Frames Per Second (FPS)
• Resolution (megapixels)
• Weather sealing



S C E N A R I O  1

Lets say you're a fan of motor sports and want a camera that is going to be a good weapon of choice 
for your hobby. As cars and bikes move very fast around a racetrack, a camera body that has a good 
auto focus system and a relatively high FPS is called for. A decent resolution although not essential, 
would enable the ability to crop in without losing detail in the image. So what camera would fit the 
bill?

If you're on a limited budget the Nikon D5200 would suffice with its 5 FPS, 39 AF points (9 being 
the more accurate cross-type) and large 24 MP sensor. At £500 is a great bit of kit for the money. If 
you're slightly more flush with cash, there's the new D7100 which does the same as the D5200 but 
has more sensor points, an additional 1 FPS and again is 24MP. It has better weather sealing too, so if
its starts raining, you're still good to shoot.

It also goes to 1/8000 sec shutter speed whereas the D5200 tops out at 1/4000 sec. It has the ability to
autofocus with the older and still excellent AF-D lenses and matrix meter with non CPU ones as well.
The D5200 can't do this due to lacking a focus motor in the body. The D7100 is £870 currently. 
Above this are the D600, D800 and D4 (Of course there are other, older models like D300s, D7000, 
D700, D3s, etc.) but you're probably unlikely to buy a full frame camera as your first body to be 
honest.

S C E N A R I O  2

You presently have a bridge camera and have been doing family portraits with it but want to move on
to a DSLR. You love portraiture and wedding photography and would like to become a wedding 
photographer. Now before I go any further and get inundated with emails from people, I will preface 
this with the caveat that the camera does not make the photographer. 

Do not think just because you have a DSLR camera and some expensive glass that you're a 
professional photographer. You wouldn't consider yourself an F1 racing driver if you were given the 
opportunity to drive a race car around Silverstone. If you tried to do what the professional drivers do, 
you'd crash and burn. The same is true of wedding photography.

I do not recommend you go out advertising yourself as such and start shooting weddings for people 
on the cheap and handing over garbage photographs if you have no experience. It will ruin their day 
and you could potentially end up with a lawsuit on your hands, as has happened to other people - 
even some professionals. So be sensible and responsibe.



Okay, so with that said, what do you require from a camera in order to facilitate shooting weddings? 
Unlike motor sports, we're not really interested in high FPS, since brides don't come running down 
the aisle at 200mph - well not unless they are jilting their fiancée at the altar!

What we are more concerned with is the variety of potential locations we'll be shooting in. Since the 
overwhelming majority take place inside churches/temples or registry offices, which generally have 
poor quality light provided by fluorescent bulbs, we need a camera that can raise the ISO without 
image quality deteriorating to the point where the photographs are unusable.

Right off the bat and probably to the disappoint of people with a limited budget, this puts you 
squarely in the full frame sensor category. While a wedding photographer may pack something like a 
D300s or a D7100 as a backup camera or second shooter (both of which are APS-C), they invariably 
shoot with a full frame body as their main camera. The reason being is the superior low light 
capabilities.

When looking at the ISO performance scores on www.dxomark.com, crop sensor cameras reach 
around 1000-1100. Certainly not bad, considering they were half that just a few years ago. Full frame
cameras on the other hand, score around the 3000 mark, so there is a big difference. The upper limit 
on my D90 is about 1600 before the noise gets too much for my liking, at least for colour images. On
the D800 I can quite comfortably shoot at 6400 to 12'800 before the same happens. That's 2 to 3 stops
more light to play with to get a blur free shutter speed.

Equally with low light situations, you need an auto focus system which is capable of accurate focus. 
This means cross-type focus points and the more the merrier to be honest. Since the full frame 
cameras cost a lot of money, they generally come with more cross-type sensors than APS-C cameras 
anyway. There are a few exceptions (D7100 (APS-C) Vs D600 (full frame) for example). 

Matching the low light capabilities of the AF system, we also want to have fast aperture glass to let in
more light. This means that a kit lens probably won't cut it in many situations, as the maximum 
apertures are anywhere between f/3.5-5.6. Professional lenses can be 3 stops faster than this which is 
a lot of light!

For many people though, a full frame camera is way beyond their budget and is something to aspire 
to eventually getting. Nikon's "entry level" full frame D600 retails for £1375 (£1225 with the current 
£150 cash-back offer), with the D800 at over £1900 and the flagship D4 over £4200! That's before 
you've even stuck a lens on the front of it!! That's some serious money and so you need to be serious 
about its application. Well unless you have money to burn.



As you can see, two very different subjects and shoot situations. In the first, emphasis is on the 
frames per second the camera can produce. This will give you a greater chance of nailing a decisive 
moment that is invisible to the naked eye. Some people regard this as "spray and pray" but with high 
speed photography, its the most sensible option. You aren't going to take a single image and wait for 
the car to come back round again if you miss the shot are you? Are you? 

The second scenario put emphasis upon the light, or potential lack there of. Outside, any camera is 
going to be more than capable of shooting a wedding. You're in optimal lighting conditions and not 
stretching the limits. Inside where the light tends to be a lot lower, we are pushing the boundaries of 
what the camera sensor and AF system is capable of. Full frame cameras give the photographer more 
latitude to shoot in low light where the ability to add artificial sources isn't permitted or a feasible 
option. This is why professionals shoot with full frame cameras, not a crop sensor.

So before you rush out, pick up a camera and think "Ooooh. This feels nice.” STOP! Think about 
what you want the camera for. What features you need and also think long term. While you can 
change your bodies, lenses tend to lock you into a brand, especially once you have some professional
glass. You don't want to have to sell them at a loss, only to lay out full price on their counterparts.

For example, lets say you went to the camera store armed with the instructions to "buy what feels 
best in your hand". You decided to go with a Pentax K5 II because you liked the ergonomics and you 
could also get it in a cool blue colour. Now before you jump out of your pram, I'm not bashing 
Pentax here. Far from it. They make great DSLRs. Superbly well constructed and solid performers. 
They also have the added bonus of image stabilization in camera as opposed to the lenses, which 
means that any old lens will be image stabilized.

However, after buying the camera and acquiring a few expensive lenses and a speedlite over the 
subsequent year, you begin to notice the low light limitations of the camera being an APS-C sensor 
and its really starting to restrict your photography. You go looking on the Pentax website to see what 
options are available to you for the full frame models. To your horror, you discover Pentax doesn't 
currently make one. Argh!! What do you do? Short of selling all your gear at a loss, there is nothing 
you can do - other than keep your fingers crossed Pentax release a full frame body some time in the 
near future.

Another example is purchasing lots of APS-C format lenses. Nikon DX lenses aren't compatible with 
an FX (full frame) camera body. Well they are, but only using the camera in crop mode - which kind 
of defeats the purpose as you ditch a fair percentage of the pixels. If you upgrade from a DX to an FX
sensor body, you need FX glass. This means selling your DX lenses at a loss to finance their full 
frame brothers. Had you of spent out a bit more initially and bought that 70-300 VR instead of the 
55-300 VR or the 105mm Micro Nikkor instead of the 85mm DX version, you'd have future-proofed 
yourself.

These examples highlight the very real need for thorough research and buying the right tool for the 
job the first time. If not, you run the risk of it impacting your work and spending money that you 
might not have.



Although I'm a Nikon shooter and I make a lot of references to Nikon cameras throughout these 
guides, don't let that sway you. What I recommend you do is thus:

• Make a list of specific requirements that you need in a camera body
• Make a list of cameras that meet those requirements
• Make a list of the other features in those cameras and compare
• Eliminate those that are outside your budget
• Check independent reviews on the performance of those cameras
• With a list of the remaining cameras, go to the store and see which one your hand likes best.
• Shop around for the lowest price on the camera you settle on.
• If its your first camera, just get a kit lens and learn how to use the camera. Better quality glass

can come later.

You should now have an idea of what to look for in a DSLR and make an informed purchasing 
decision. Happy Shopping!

-  E n d  -



A BASIC GUIDE TO BUYING MEMORY

I'd hazard a guess that most photographers like having the highest performance camera bodies and 
lenses that they can afford. Yet often we don't put the same emphasis upon memory cards. Hell, they 
can be pretty expensive so its understandable that people want to grab a bargain when they can. The 
question is, how much are your images worth to you and are you really getting a good deal?

I'm sure most professionals do value their work highly and so consider memory cards as equally 
important a component as their camera or lenses. This comes through a rational fear of losing photos 
from a shoot which cannot be repeated, like a wedding for example. The potential upset caused to 
their client and damage done to their reputation makes splashing out for the more expensive 
hardware a no-brainer. Others might have cut corners in the past and experienced card failure first 
hand. One bitten, twice shy as the saying goes.

M E M O R Y  C A R D S  E X P L A I N E D

There are many well known brands out there on the market to choose from. Sandisk, Kingston, Lexar
and Transcend are probably the most well known and have pretty solid reputations. Each make 
different sized capacity cards, both in CF and SD formats with such affixes as "Ultra", "Extreme", 
"Professional" and "Ultimate". Some without. You'll also see things like SDSC, SDHC and SDXC 
written on some cards too. In short it gets really confusing, really fast. First lets quickly explain the 
nomenclature thing.

CF = Compact Flash 

SD = Secure Digital.

SDSC = Secure Digital Standard Capacity (1MB up to 4GB)

SDHC = Secure Digital High Capacity (4GB up to 32GB)

SDXC = Secure Digital Extended Capacity (32GB to 256GB)

W H AT  S I Z E  D O  I  WA N T ?

Okay with the above explained we can begin to navigate our way through the cards. Firstly you'll 
have to check which type of card your camera takes. Most entry level cameras accept SD only. 
Higher specification cameras take CF cards. Some have dual slots and take both. So don't run off and 
buy a high capacity CF card, only to discover it won't fit in your camera!



For most people something in the region of 8GB to 16GB is going to be more than enough storage. I 
have a couple of 4GB cards I use in the Nikon D90 which is a 12.3MP sensor. With that I can get 
250+ RAW images and well over 500 Jpeg Fine photos. You can alter the quality of the images the 
camera takes between low, medium and high quality Jpeg and RAW files, as well as to shoot both 
simultaneously.

I recommend you shoot RAW, purely for the flexibility it provides you in post processing. Only a 
professional would really have the need to shoot RAW+Jpeg at the same time. The Jpegs would be 
sent to the client for selection or to give a rough idea of how the final photographs are going to look. 
The photographer can then work on the RAW files or pass them on to the retoucher to edit. The size 
of your sensor resolution and the format you choose to produce your images in will affect the amount
of photographs that will fit on the card.

So why not just get the biggest card we can afford and have the ability to take thousands of 
photographs? No problems then!! Well, that's all well and good but, what if you fill up your card with
2000 photographs from a holiday or a wedding and that card fails. You lose all the images. The year's
memories don't get recorded or a distressed bride and groom have no photographs of their special day
to treasure. Had you of spread those 2000 images over a few cards, you would at least have saved a 
good percentage of them. 

In the D800 I use 32GB memory cards. While that may sound massive, it is in fact 400 RAW format 
photographs due to the gargantuan 36MP resolution of the sensor. That is a comfortable amount for 
me and I'm happy to change the card over once that is full. I'd suggest you do the same. Pick a size 
card that gives you enough room for a 300-400 photos and buy a couple of them. As the old saying 
goes, "don't put all your eggs in one basket".

W H AT  B R A N D  A N D  M O D E L  D O  I  C H O O S E ?

Once we know roughly the size of card we desire, what brand and model do we want within that 
range? Well the big names are all pretty much the same on the surface. You'd have to do some 
specific comparisons as to which was best. For now though, imagine you go to your local camera 
store and select four Sandisk cards to choose from. They all 16GB but the prices range from £9 up to 
£54. What's the difference?



The first is a basic card. It's 16GB like all the rest but notice the number in the little "C"? This means 
its a class 4 card. The higher the number, the better read and write speeds it has. However, it's not as 
straightforward as this as you will see from the other 3 cards. Also notice that there is no transfer rate 
speed printed on the sticker of the blue card. Even a search of the manufacturer's website didn't 
reveal this information. We can assume then that it's not that fast and is also reflected in its price. The
adage “You get what you pay for” certainly seems to ring true here.

Next comes the Ultra. Its a class 10 card with a data transfer rate of up to 30MB/s, which is pretty 
quick. On a Nikon D90 with its 12MP sensor, this equates to roughly 3 RAW files a second. So if 
you're doing action photography like sports, this card would probably do the job reasonably well. 
Above the Ultra you have the Extreme. Again, a class 10 card but this time with a 45MB/s transfer 
rate and also another symbol, the 1 in the U. This means the card has Ultra High Speed bus 
technology inside it. At the very top of the line is the Extreme Pro with its 95MB/s transfer speed and
UHS-1.

Okay, so you're still a bit befuddled. Which is the right one for you? Well this will depend on your 
camera and how you shoot. If your camera is somewhat dated now and is in the region of 6-10MP 
and you only take a single exposures whilst casually walking around a woodland park or a family 
portrait, then the standard card is probably going to be just fine for you. If you're a sports, action or 
news photographer and packing something like a Nikon D4 or a Canon 1DX with its insanely fast 
14FPS, then the Extreme Pro with its 95Mb/s is definitely the best candidate. 

For me as a studio photographer with a 36MP sensor, I need something that writes reasonably quickly
but, I as I generally have about 2-3 seconds pause between shots as the model changes expression or 
pose, I don't require as high specification card. Either the Ultra or Extreme would do just fine. If I 
had to pick I'd probably go with the latter just to give that latitude if I did want a burst of shots.

I  K N O W  W H AT  C A R D  I  WA N T  B U T  I  C A N  G E T  I T  
C H E A P E R  O N  E B AY  O R  A M A Z O N

You probably can get the card cheaper on eBay or Amazon but that doesn't necessarily mean you get 
what you pay for. While I love eBay and is where I get a lot of my equipment from, just be aware that
there are a lot of fakes out there and you can get stung by unscrupulous people. Yes you read that 
correctly. Fake memory cards, whatever next!

Say you purchase a couple of 16GB Extreme cards off eBay, saving yourself £20 into the bargain, 
over buying from your local camera store. You put them in your camera and everything seems hunky 
dory. You take a few photos and all is well. The following weekend is little Tommy's Birthday and 
you want to photograph his special day.



You wind up taking a few hundred shots. When you go to transfer the pictures from the camera you 
find nearly all are corrupted or missing! What you have bought is in fact counterfeit memory cards. 
Usually made in China, the makers put a small capacity memory (something like 2GB) into a fake 
shell. It is then doctored to false report its true size. When you plug it into your computer it displays 
as being 16GB but in reality, its not. 

To avoid/minimize this, you can do one of the following:

• Check the sellers feedback score and ratings 
• Read the comments left by others buyers
• Avoid sellers with low score and percentage ratings - Don't be a guinea pig
• Make sure what arrives matches the photo in the listing
• Look for the seller's location. Often they will list as being in the UK but are in fact overseas.
Again, read the comments left by others, as this can reveal a lot.

All my SD memory cards have come from eBay and all have worked perfectly. However, last year 
and against my better judgement, I bought a couple of Sandisk USB memory sticks to replace one I 
had misplaced. When they arrived I noticed how flimsy the plastic was in comparison to the original 
stick. The printing didn't look fantastic either. I decided to test them with some free software called 
H2TestW.

 
 After downloading, simply run the software (you don't have to install it). Unless "Sie Sprechen 
Deutsch", select English. The program will then write data to the memory until its full. It then 
verifies the data. Any errors will be reported and you can quickly tell if your card is a fake or simply 
has a fault. My memory sticks were both fake and I returned them to the seller for a full refund.

While eBay can definitely offer some genuine bargains, just be sensible about who you buy from. 
Take the time to investigate the seller and the item itself and of course, always test it upon arrival 
rather than discovering you have a fake or faulty item a few weeks later as you begin to fill the card 
up. Alternatively buy from a reputable camera store.

http://www.h-online.com/download/h2testw-e76e33386bc5e636ad92cfb67a5449ad-1371123647-2650539.html


F I N A L  T H O U G H T S

This is just a basic guide to memory cards and one I hope proves useful to you. There are a lot of 
manufacturers out there that I haven't mentioned and also other types of cards too. At least you'll 
have a better understanding the next time you need additional storage for your camera and can make 
an informed purchase that actually meets your needs. Avoid buying a lower performance card just to 
save money, if its going to affect your photography. 

Of course you can buy the highest quality product but, this doesn't guarantee the card won't fail at 
some point. Still, buying the best you can afford from a reputable manufacture will minimize this and
by spreading your images out over several cards you should at least have some photos should the 
worst happen. Always format your card in camera before a shoot, rather than just deleting images 
from it and remember to transfer your photographs to your computer afterwards. Don't forget and 
accidentally wipe all your images before you have them backed up!

-  E n d  -



GOING BEYOND THE KIT LENS

So you've been enjoying your first DSLR for a few months now
and are looking to expand your optics beyond just the kits lens.
With so many options out there its kind of confusing what to get
and where to begin. Hopefully the following will help steer you
in the right direction and give you something to consider so you
buy the lens that is right for you.  

First things first, ask yourself what type(s) of photography you are interested in? I will tell you now 
that the beginner faces the temptation to buy every piece of equipment and focal length lens 
imaginable to cover all photographic scenarios. While that might sound like a good idea, you're most 
likely wasting your money. Some glass will inevitably end up sitting in your camera bag, rarely 
making it onto your camera. I'm speaking from personal experience here. 

The second thing I will point out is that better lenses will give you better image quality, not better 
photos - that is something you have to deliver yourself. As a beginner your photographs aren't going 
to look anywhere near as good as a professional's image. That's to be expected. Don't think the reason
why your photos look inferior is because of what the Pros are using. 

Now you could opt for something that's an all purpose lens like an 18-200mm or 18-300mm but, I'm 
not really in favour of these lenses. Don't get me wrong, they are great for what they are, and the 
convenience they offer. Ideal for a family day trip out with the kids when you don't want to hump all 
your gear with you. I fully understand that but, essentially they're just kit lenses with a broader focal 
range.

For my mind you should ideally look for genre specific lenses that are going to benefit you the most. 
If you're into landscapes, naturally wide angle lenses (35mm and below) are going to be of interest to
you. Portraiture, you're looking at the 70-200mm range with shallow apertures. If its wildlife (birds, 
animals etc.), 300mm+ lenses are going to be the weapons of choice. Of course these are traditional 
focal lengths for these genres but there is nothing to say you can't use an ultra wide angle or even a 
fish-eye lens to take a portrait with, if that's the effect you want. Conformity stifles creativity!



P R I M E S  V S  Z O O M S

In case you're unaware, a prime is a fixed focal length lens (50mm, 85mm, etc.). A zoom is a lens that
changes focal length. Your kit lens for example will be a zoom lens (18-55mm, etc). Both have their 
advantages and disadvantages and are favoured by different photographers for different reasons.

Primes tend to offer superior optical quality in terms of sharpness, reduced aberrations and distortion.
This is because they only have to cater to a single focal length. For this reason portrait photographers 
like myself tend to prefer fixed lenses. 

Zooms on the other hand are highly beneficial for their ability to crop closer, bringing you nearer to 
the action when you need to be and going wider when you don't. Photojournalists and wedding 
photographers often opt for zoom lenses for this very reason. This feature does come at the expense 
of image quality to a certain degree, unless you're buying expensive glass, which although not as 
sharp as primes, are still very good nonetheless. 

I  L I K E  P H O T O G R A P H I N G  P E O P L E

Lets say you really enjoy portraiture and are wondering what lenses are suitable for "the classic 
portrait"? Now other things factor in. These are available space, compression and of course price. 
Available space is the amount of room you have to shoot in. With a long focal length lens you'll have 
to step back in order to get your subject in the frame. If you plan on or end up photographing indoors 
frequently and you don't have enough room to back up or move your subject further back, then you're
going to have a problem framing the shot.

Your sensor will also play a big part in this. If you have a 4/3rds sensor found in Olympus and 
Panasonic cameras then your focal length is effectively doubled. A 50mm lens will behave similar (in
some respects) to a 100mm lens. APS-C sensors which are found in entry-level to "prosumer" bodies,
give a 1.5x to 1.6x magnification effect. On full frame the focal length behaves as is stated - 50mm is
50mm.



Compression is also something else to consider and frequently overlooked. Sure, if you don't have a 
lot of room, you just use a wider angle lens, right? Well its true you can fit your subject in the frame 
with a wider angle lens but, what that lens does to the facial features is often not flattering.

The wider the angle of the lens, the more distorting its effect on facial features. Noses and foreheads 
are more bulbous and the face just looks warped at close distances. For this reason longer focal 
lengths are employed to give a more attractive look to a model's face. 85mm to 135mm are regarded 
as classic portrait focal lengths, although I enjoy using 180mm too, especially for its ability to 
defocus the background quickly. Mmm, yummy!

Price is obviously going to be a deciding factor in any purchase. For example on Nikons the 105mm 
f/2.8 VR Micro-Nikkor is a great macro and portrait lens but, its over £600. The 85mm f/1.4 is 
almost double that and the 70-200 f/2.8 VRII £1000 more than the 105mm. While they are great 
lenses, there are cheaper alternatives which still offer fantastic results. Remember, its not about the 
gear but what you do with it that is far more important.

The 85mm f/1.8D or G are much more pocket friendly and the Samyang 85mm f/1.4 offers real value
for money with great optics and its ability to meter with the camera. It does lack autofocus though, 
which might be off-putting to some shooters.

It's also worth mentioning that on the Nikon entry level cameras, there is often a lack of a focus 
motor. Older AF-D type lenses won't auto focus, so be aware of this if AF is crucial to you. On APS-
C I found the 50mm f/1.8 quite acceptable for portraits but on the full frame D800, the distorting 
effects were much too unflattering on features and so I opt for the longer lenses now. For 
environmental portraiture where your subject and their surroundings are in the shot, the person is 
smaller in the frame and distortion much less apparent. Its just when you get up close and personal 
with head shots that you can warp the subject's face

TA K E  Y O U R  T I M E

Before you make any decision, make sure you do the research on any lens you intend to buy and 
make sure it fits your needs. Is the focal length suitable? Do you require image stabilization to 
minimize hand held blur? Is the focus speed sufficient? Do you buy the cheaper option or the best 
that you can afford? Are there third party alternatives?

For example, portraiture is the hub of my photography but I also love macro photography of insects 
etc. (although I rarely get out enough to shoot these). Rather than going for an 85mm f/1.8D lens, I 
opted for the 105mm f/2.8 VR, which is primarily for macro work but fantastic for portraiture too - a 
dual purpose optic, awesome!! Its a full frame lens but I bought it when I had the Nikon D90 - an 
APS-C sensor.



I could have saved myself a few hundred pounds and bought the 85mm f/3.5 VR which is a DX 
macro lens. Since I planned on upgrading to an full frame sensor, I future-proofed myself by getting 
the 105mm. Had I not of thought about the long term, I would have had to sell the 85mm at a loss to 
fund the 105mm. This would have cost me more in the long run and highlights the need to plan your 
equipment progression.

F I N A L  T H O U G H T S

There is certainly enough to think about above and no right or wrong answer, just what is going to 
meet your photographic and financial needs the best. I urge you not to put too much emphasis on the 
camera and lens to deliver great photographs. This is your job. Equally though, don't cheap out and 
expect to have the same latitude that professional equipment will offer you. There is a reason why 
professionals use professional gear.

Kit lenses are a great way for the beginner to find their way around the camera. I was always 
impressed by the 18-105mm VR that came with my Nikon D90. Stopped down to f/11 it was razor 
sharp but, therein lies a problem. F/11 is quite a small aperture and professional glass generally offers
that same degree of sharpness at 2-3 stops wider than f/11. In short, that's a lot of light to sacrifice for
a sharp photo and if shooting indoors where it's not that bright, your pictures will suffer with blur, or 
you have to raise your ISO up to the point where image quality begins to decline. 

On the flip side of that coin, if you shoot landscapes and are tripod mounted, then this isn't such a 
problem. After selecting the optimal aperture and hyperfocal length, it's not uncommon for a 
photographer to take a 10 second or longer exposure with the use of ND filters. So fast aperture glass 
isn't such a prerequisite. A good optical performer is. So again, consider what is best for your 
photography. There is no one size fits all cap. They are tools for a specific job. Just as a screwdriver 
isn't the best device to carve out a notch, nor is a chisel for undoing a screw.

-  E n d  -



LENS COMPRESSION -  FLATTERING YOUR
MODEL WITH FOCAL LENGTH

As mentioned in the previous article, something a lot of amateur and enthusiast photographers are 
completely oblivious to is lens compression. We all know about things like the angle of view and the 
magnifying effect of APS-C (cropped) sensors but, how a lens actually renders an image often doesn't
enter the equation for most people. If you're a beginner and only have a single kit lens, that's all you 
use. You'll likely adjust the zoom to fit the frame/subject, rather that move your position too and opt 
for a different focal length.

I'd long favoured the Nikkor 50mm f/1.8D for portraits on my Nikon D90. It was super sharp, great 
in low light, fast to focus and the shallow depth of field made for some really creative effects. I was 
quite happy snapping away with it and getting pretty good results. However, when making the jump 
to a full frame sensor, things became noticeably unflattering and the 50mm has since been usurped by
the 105mm and 180mm primes for the vast majority of my portrait work.

"But why? Its the exact same lens...." you may ask. Well, the short answer is distance to subject. 
When you frame a photo like I have in the images below, the distance changes on full frame as 
compared to a cropped sensor. For example, on the Nikon D90 the crop is 1.5x magnification, so I 
can be further away from the subject and still fill the frame as I can on the D800. This means 
distorting effects of the lens aren't so apparent, because as you begin getting closer to your subject 
and also if you're using wider and wider angle lenses to fill the frame, you create more of a fisheye 
look.



When you compare the two images on the previous page, shot with the 50mm side by side (D90 on 
the left, D800 on the right) you can see that compression actually looks more flattering on the D90. 
The forehead appears more bulbous, and the face and features more elongated on the right hand 
image taken with the D800. What is nicer though is the background of the right hand image. It is 
more out of focus, since I am focusing closer due to physically being near to the subject matter and 
automatically obtaining a shallower depth of field as a result. 

Still, for portrait and fashion photography where the goal is usually to make your model look as 
beautiful as possible, distorted faces are generally something we want to avoid. Obviously if you are 
purposely trying to get some funky perspectives and fish-eye looks, don't be afraid to do so and never
let them inhibit your creativity - just be aware of what you're doing. 

Here I have taken a series of 4 shots using the 28mm, 50mm, 105mm and 180mm focal lengths. 
Notice the difference of compression in both the face and also the effects on the background too. The 
longer focal lengths blur the background much more readily and also have the added bonus of 
showing less and less of it, thereby eliminating problem areas automatically. Definitely handy if 
you're in an area with "busy" backdrops that can detract from the aesthetics of a photo. To my eye the
180mm and 105mm offer the most pleasing results of the 4 and by the time you get down to the wide 
angle 28mm the distortion is highly apparent and extremely unflattering.

Bare in mind though that this comparison is based on their use for traditional portraiture, where you'd
often do just head and shoulder shots. The 50mm and 28mm are better suited for environmental 
portraiture (especially on full frame sensors), whereby you capture a person in their natural 
surroundings, like a tattooist in his parlour, or a butcher in his shop. Here the lenses are used at 
longer focusing distances and the frame filled with the subject and their location, so the distorting 
effects are nowhere near as apparent or unflattering.



Before you go out and take pictures in the future, I hope you now give some consideration as to what 
you are shooting and what lens will be most suitable. Don't just think "Oh its indoors, I will use a 
50mm f/1.8 because its great in low light". You can always add artificial lighting or boost your ISO. 
There is no concrete rule and even breaking the rules of composition can often bring wonderful 
results. Creativity must always come first but, if you're looking to produce flattering photos for your 
clients or even friends and family, try using that kit lens at 200mm and stepping back, rather than 
staying put at 55mm and see what happens to your images. 

-  E n d  -



THE BEGINNER'S GUIDE TO EXPOSURE

Exposure is something beginners frequently struggle with. This invariably comes about as a result of 
the camera's meter system being used incorrectly under certain lighting conditions. A lot of 
newcomers don't shoot outside of automatic mode. Some may venture as far as aperture priority but 
few ever opt for manual mode, which offers the photographer the greatest degree of control. "Tried it 
once. Photos all came out wrong. Never again!"

The reason for this is that exposure is a mystery to many people and they are seemingly unaware that 
there are countless combinations of shutter speed, aperture and ISO that expose an image identically  
and yet the photo can look completely different. This is often referred to as the "Exposure Triangle". 

 

The Exposure Triangle consists of the aforementioned 3 variables. Aperture, Shutter Speed and ISO. 
All are independently adjustable and yet all interact with one another to produce correct exposure. If 
any are too high or too low, then you'll end up with under or overexposure in your images. In the 
above diagram (which took me almost 2 hours to do from scratch in Photoshop), perfect exposure is 
represented by the white triangle. Anything inside of it is over exposure. Anything outside under 
exposed.



F - S T O P S

First we'll look at the lens aperture, also known as F-Stops. Below we can see a representation of a 
Nikkor 50mm f/1.4G lens. In the left hand image, no blades are visible as the diaphragm is at its 
maximum of f/1.4. The lens is regarded as being "wide open". In the middle image, the lens has been 
"stopped down" to f/2.8 and lastly to f/4. The more the lens is stopped down, the less light is able to 
pass through. The results of stopping the lens down are increased depth of field (more things are in 
focus) and sharpening of the image. However, sharpness peaks around about 2 stops below the 
maximum aperture. Beyond this sharpness is actually reduced due to light diffraction.

 

As can be seen from the first diagram on the previous page, f/1.2 is usually the fastest lens available 
for most cameras and often stop down to f/22. Some don't go this far, others go further. As you look 
at the numbers you will probably notice a pattern emerging. Every two stops you go on the lens, the 
number doubles. Do your best to memorize these numbers as it comes in very handy for flash 
photography, especially with manual strobes!

In between the whole stops we have half stops and third stops. You'll notice these on you camera's 
display or in the EXIF data of your photographs. For instance you might see f/6.3 or f/7.1. These are 
1/3 stops between f/5.6 and f/8.

The lower the number on the lens, the wider the maximum aperture. The wider the aperture, the more
light the lens lets in and the shallower the depth of field. They are also vastly more expensive. For 
example the Nikkor f/1.8G retails at around £155. The 1.4G is almost double that at £290. Nikon also
a make a 50mm f/1.2 Ai-s lens, which is manual focus and costs more than the auto focus f/1.4!

If you bought a kit lens with your camera, then your maximum aperture will most likely be f/3.5 or 
f/4. You'll also see numbers like f/3.5-5.6. If your lens is something like an 18-105mm zoom, then at 
the widest angle the maximum aperture is f/3.5 and f/5.6 at full 105mm zoom. This is known as a 
variable aperture.



S H U T T E R  S P E E D

This is pretty straightforward and doesn't require too much explanation. Most DSLR cameras go 
from 30 secs to 1/4000 sec. Generally higher specification and more expensive camera bodies will go
up as high as 1/8000. All the cameras have a bulb feature which will keep the shutter open as long as 
your finger is on the shutter release button. The camera can often switch between moving in whole 
stops of light, e.g. 1/100 sec to 1/200 sec, or in half and third stops. It's a lot easier to work out the 
math with shutter speeds as you simply double or half the number to move a whole stop of light. A 
lot less confusing than the F-Stops in which a doubled number equates to two stops of light, not one. 
For example f/4 to f/8 is two stops. f/4 to f/5.6 is one stop. Makes sure you remember that one!

I S O

ISO like shutter speed is relatively simple to grasp. For best results, use the lowest ISO you can. The 
camera has the greatest dynamic range and image quality at its native ISO. For the Nikon D90 ISO 
200. The D800 ISO 100. By upping the ISO you essentially make the sensor more sensitive to light 
and so it doesn't require as much of it to get the same exposure. The down side to this is that image 
quality falls and digital noise is created, which is most noticeable in the darker areas of a photo. We 
up ISO to enable us to use a faster shutter speed and thereby avoid unwanted motion blur from 
ruining our pictures.

Take a few moments and study the 4 different camera settings examples below.

I S O  1 0 0 ,  F / 2 2 ,  2  S E C
I S O  1 0 0 ,  F / 4 ,  1 / 1 5  S E C
I S O  2 0 0 ,  F / 4 ,  1 / 3 0  S E C
I S O  8 0 0 ,  F / 2 ,  1 / 5 0 0  S E C

The first and the last are wildly different but both share one common thing - EXPOSURE! Yes all 4 
examples, each varying from the last will expose your image exactly the same. What will differ is the
depth of field and movement in the image if your subject has motion.

Lets say for we were photographing a fountain or waterfall. We placed the camera on a tripod and 
were in aperture priority mode on the camera. We select f/22 on the aperture and ISO 100 and take a 
picture. The resulting shutter speed was 2 seconds. Looking at the image on the LCD screen we 
would see the fountain with the water looking all soft and milky. Its been blurred due to the long 
shutter speed. Next we dial in f/2, ISO 800 and take a picture. The camera automatically chose 1/500 
sec as the correct exposure and indeed everything in the second picture is a bright as the first. 
However, the background is nicely out of focus now and the falling drops of water are frozen mid air.
Two identical exposures but two very different looking pictures.



To simplify what was done, we went from f/22 to f/2 which is 7 stops of light brighter! We also went 
from ISO 100 to 800, which is another 3 stops of light brighter. However, we shortened the shutter 
speed thereby decreasing the amount of light hitting the sensor by the same 10 stops of light from 2 
seconds to 1/500th sec. This is the essence of the Exposure Triangle. Think of it as an equation where
XYZ = 1. The values of X, Y and Z can all be altered but for correct exposure they must all add up to
1. Once we know one set of values that give us correct exposure on our subject matter, we can then 
manipulate them to create very different looks, whilst still being the same luminosity.

M A N U A L  M O D E

Manual mode is mainly used by professionals or enthusiasts who know what they're doing. It affords 
the photographer the greatest creative control over the look and exposure of their images. It's also the 
easiest way to screw up a photograph if you're oblivious to the exposure triangle and how to meter 
correctly. So when is best to use it?

Well once you know your exposure you can dial those settings into the camera. Provided the lighting 
doesn't change (sun going down or coming out from behind a cloud), your model doesn't move closer
to your light source or vice versus, then your exposures will remain constant. So how do you find out
your exposure? For the most accurate reading you can use an external light meter, like a Sekonic L-
758DR. 

This is incredibly precise and accurate down to 1/10th of
a stop. If you don't have a meter, put your camera into
Aperture Priority (A on Nikon or Av on Canon) and
switch your metering mode to spot. Then zoom in on
your subject's face and take a picture. This should give
you correct exposure. Make a note of the EXIF data and
dial those same settings into the camera in Manual mode
(M). You can then use the exposure triangle to create
different looks with shallower or deeper depths of field,
freeze their action or blur it to create a sense of motion.

It is important to remember that accurate exposure on your subject is dependent on you metering the 
scene correctly. Be sure to read the guide on metering with your camera, to ensure you get the best 
results.

-  E n d  -

http://www.azkportraits.co.uk/blog/metering-without-a-light-meter
http://www.azkportraits.co.uk/blog/metering-without-a-light-meter
http://www.azkportraits.co.uk/blog/metering-without-a-light-meter
http://www.azkportraits.co.uk/blog/sekonic-l-758d-light-meter
http://www.azkportraits.co.uk/blog/sekonic-l-758d-light-meter


F-STOP CHART -  KNOW YOUR
APERTURE VALUES

Understanding your lens aperture or "F-Stop" is an important factor in creating different looks to 
your images, as well as controlling light. Below is a diagram that explains it. 

In the diagram, when no blades are visible the lens is at its maximum aperture. It lets in the most light
and gives us the fastest shutter speed possible for correct exposure. It also has the smallest depth of 
field and so only a small area from front to back of a subject is in focus. This is particularly useful if 
we wish to draw attention to a person or object by isolating them from the surroundings. The lens is 
also "soft", meaning it's not rendering as much detail as is possible.

As we stop the lens down further, we let less and less light in. We also increase the depth of field, 
bringing more of the scene into focus. The sharpness of the image also increases until we hit the 
optimum or "sweet spot". Beyond this we continue to bring more of the image into view by stopping 
the aperture down. Sharpness does suffer as a result due to diffraction as a consequence though.

The 3 coloured bars show different aperture values. Whole stops of light are in the green bar. Half 
stops are in yellow and orange represents 1/3 stops. If you don't recognise the yellow numbers, its 
because they aren't used that often. Generally its only the whole stops and third stops which cameras 
utilize by default, for greater control over exposure and its worth just concentrating on those.

Observing the numbers we can see a pattern emerging. In the green row, the numbers are doubled 
every other stop. f/1.4 to f/2.8 is two stops of light, just as f/2 to f/4 is two stops of light. This is not 
the same as shutter speed or ISO, whereby a whole stop is double or half the current value. For 
example adjusting ISO from 100 to 200 is a whole stop of light, or increasing shutter speed from 
1/250 sec to 1/500 sec. 

-  E n d  -



METERING WITH YOUR CAMERA

Getting consistently correct exposure is one of the common challenges that a photographer faces. 
Often this comes about simply as a result of metering incorrectly. Its very easy to get wrapped up in 
shutter speed, aperture and ISO but what metering mode the camera is in, often doesn't enter the 
equation for many people. Its just a button they've never fiddled with because they don't know what it
does.

So what is a metering mode? In essence its how your camera measures light in the scene. There are 
different ways it can do this and the number of ways can vary from camera to camera. For the most 
part there are at least 3 on modern DSLRs. 

• Spot Metering - Only the area around the selected AF point is measured for colour and 
brightness
• Center-weighted - As the name suggests, the camera puts emphasis on the middle area of 
the frame. This area can be increased by varying amounts on different camera bodies. A D90 
has 6, 8 and 10mm options, whereas the D800 has 8, 12, 15, 20mm and average which 
measures the entire frame
• Matrix - is similar to average meter except that it divides a wide portion of the frame into 
multiple segments. It then bases exposure a variety of information, which again includes 
brightness and colour.

   

The most commonly used mode is Matrix (Evaluative as its also known (right picture)) and it 
generally does a pretty good job of managing exposure for you. There are times though when you 
need to take control of exposure because its not delivering the desired results. 

For example, on a summer's evening you decide to go to a romantic location with ocean views with 
your partner for a picnic. Towards the end of the meal you break out the camera to take a photo of 
your significant other. The Sun is setting behind them and providing beautiful warm tones and gently 
rim lighting their hair.



In matrix mode the resulting image will be a silhouetted figure on a sunset sky. Although this has its 
artistic merits, its not what we ideally want here. The camera is reading all the information in the 
frame and knows its going to need either a narrow aperture (f/16, f/22, etc.) or a fast shutter speed to 
avoid over exposure of the scene.

If instead we change the metering mode to spot and place the active AF point on their face, the 
camera will instead only read the amount of light reflecting from it. The camera will then select an 
aperture/shutter speed combination to suit and we'll have correct exposure on our partners face. 
Obviously this may result in motion blur if the shutter speed is too low and we'd need to compensate 
by upping the ISO. If we were prudent enough to bring a small reflector with us, we could bounce 
some of the ambient light coming from behind our subject, back onto their face. We could even opt 
for a bit of fill flash to balance out the exposure.

A trick I sometimes use is to put the camera into aperture priority (A) on Nikons, (Av) on Canon 
cameras. Zoom in and fill the frame completely with your subjects face and take a picture. Review 
the picture on the camera and make a note of the shutter speed in the EXIF data. Then switch to 
Manual mode (M) (not manual focus) and dial in the same aperture as before and the shutter speed 
from the previous photo. You should now have correct exposure on their face, regardless of what the 
background is doing.

If you don't have a reflector or a popup flash on your camera, then metering in this manner can at 
least ensure your subject's face is correctly exposed and hopefully make for a better picture.

-  E n d  -



SHINING LIGHT ON LIGHTING

The word photography is derived from the Greek for "light" and "to draw". We literally create 
pictures from photons of light reflecting off of the world around us. Given that light is the most 
fundamental ingredient in a photograph, its astounding how few photographers actually understand 
light and how to adapt to or manipulate it to their advantage. Those that do often rise to the top of 
their field. Those that don't remain in obscurity, snapping away in the hopes something magic will 
appear on their LCD screen every once in a while. They learn the camera operating basics, exposure 
variables of aperture, shutter and ISO and maybe touch upon aesthetics with the rule of thirds. 
Generally though that's about as far as it goes. 

 

For example, a photographer may see a gorgeous landscape, sets
his or her camera up on a tripod and takes a picture. The next day
they photograph a model and concentrate on pose, expression,
makeup and attire. In both scenarios it's very easy to get solely
engrossed in your subject matter and completely ignore the main
ingredient, which is somewhat absurd when you stop and think
about it.

Sure it was a picturesque scene of a mountain lake but, it was
shot at midday under a grey sky. The model was beautiful and
performed brilliantly but, she was facing directly into the Sun,
squinting and had dark shadows under her eyebrows, nose and
chin. The result was lacklustre images in both cases. Why? The
photographer didn't pay attention to or understand light.

Had they have gone to the mountain lake at dawn or dusk, they could have had atmospheric, 
directional light. Perhaps some sunbeams breaking through patchy clouds over the horizon, bathing 
the scene in warm rich tones. Reflections dancing on the surface of the lake. The dawn of a new day 
captured on camera. The result, a dynamic and impacting photograph.

Likewise, had the model had been placed with her back to the afternoon Sun, she wouldn't be 
squinting. She wouldn't have hard shadows under her eyes. Instead she would have a halo of rim light
on her hair, giving the image an almost ethereal feel. She could have been silhouetted. She could 
have had fill flash put on her to even the exposure or over power the Sun. A reflector could have been
used to bounce back some of the ambient light. The photographer could have moved her into shade. 
A multitude of options were there and would result in a dramatically better lit image.



 So how do we begin to understand light? Well, first I 
think we have to see it. Its something we have to 
consciously observe, scrutinize and exaggerate in our 
mind but, because we are so used to seeing light in 
various forms everyday, we don't pay any heed to it 
save for "Oh its nice sunny out today" or "Mmm those 
clouds look a bit dark, looks like it might rain".

Lets start with the main source of daily light, the Sun. On a clear day, we have strong, definitive 
shadows cast upon the ground. On a grey day, our shadows are virtually non existent. I can tell that 
some of you are thinking "ahh, that's because on a grey day the clouds are diffusing the light. It's 
making it softer hence no shadows!"And you'd be wrong!! 

 

If we could place a bit of diffusion material in the sky to just cover the Sun, we'd still have hard 
shadows. Try it yourself with a desk lamp. Get a clear 40w bulb and a diffused one. Place your hand 
between it and the wall. Your shadow will still be defined. In the 3 examples above, I shot with a 
naked flash, diffused flash and a 70cm beauty dish respectively. All at the same distance and 
approximate exposure. 

Despite some diffusion material being placed directly in front of the speedlite in the second photo, 
there is virtually no difference between the first and second images, save for some white balance shift
caused by the material. There is a significant difference in the third image. So if its not the cloud's 
diffusion of the light that is causing the lack of shadows, what is? The answer is their size. Yes, its 
really is that simple and is pretty much the key to understanding all light sources. 

Small sources create hard shadows and high contrast lighting. Big light sources create very soft 
shadows and low contrast. "But wait, the Sun is like a gazillion times bigger than the Earth. Its huge."
Yes, it is but relative to us its a small dot in the sky. And that is the key word I omitted above. 
Relative size. That 50w light bulb will cast a shadow of our hand against the wall but, place that bulb 
next to an ant and you will get very soft shadows underneath it because its huge compared to the tiny 
insect. So if we take these principles and looked at the equipment in the studio, what do we see? 
Umbrellas, softboxes, octabanks, beauty dishes, reflectors, grids, snoots and barndoors to name but a 
few. 



7ft octabanks down to 3 inch speedlite heads and everything
in between. All serving their purpose to help create the
multitude of lighting styles and contrasted looks we could
ever hope to achieve. It is when we understand these basic
principles of light that we can play with different sources,
manipulating and shaping them to our will. 

Hand in hand with seeing light, shaping it and the difference
between hard and soft sources, comes the Inverse Square
Law. Yes, I'm afraid you need to get a bit “sciencey” and
technical but is something I cover in the Beginner's Guide
To Flash Photography article. So be sure to read it!

Essentially, the further you move your light source from
your subject, the more it spreads and the weaker it becomes
in intensity - quite dramatically so. It also becomes harder
too, as relative to your subject, it decreases in size. The
reverse of this is also true. The closer it gets, the softer and more concentrated it becomes. This is 
why you will often see beauty portrait photographers getting their large light sources as close as they 
can to their subjects, as it offers what is regarded as the best quality of light. Still, what works for one
image doesn't necessarily work for another. Light should reflect the scene and suit the subject matter, 
helping set an ambiance to both. It is definitely not a one size fits all cap.

The trick is all in the light modifiers that photographers use. 
We can transform a 3" flash head into a 6ft light source by 
firing it into an umbrella. We can use grids and barn doors to
focus the light and contain its spill, so as to direct the viewer
to an area of the photo or simply to create an interesting 
effect. The more attention you pay to light and spend time 
refining it, the greater the results will be in your 
photography. 

At first it takes time to learn the craft, especially if using 
manual flashes but once you have that fully cemented in 
your brain, it becomes second nature. After that comes the 
artistry and creating subtle or dynamic looks. Always aim to 
get it right in camera. What might take 30 seconds to 
slightly adjust a strobe to contain the spill of light and retake
the photograph can take you 5, 10, 15, 30 minutes to correct 
in post production.



I should mention that there is this wide misconception among amateurs that shadows are the work of 
the devil and must be avoided at all costs. No, no, no, no! Shadows are your friend. They add depth 
and drama to an image and play as equal a role as light itself. What you want to avoid, in general 
anyway, are the shadows commonly associated with holiday snapshots and the like. 

What often happens in these types of situations is the person taking the photo ends up silhouetting 
everyone against the Sun. This is due to using incorrect camera metering. To combat this the 
photographer positions the Sun behind themselves. In doing so they get the same problems eluded to 
near the beginning of this article. Shadows under the eyes, nose and chin and everyone has a screwed
up face from squinting. Yes - those shadows we want to avoid but otherwise, play with them as much 
as you would light!

So before you start clicking away on your next shoot, whether that is in your studio or out on location
somewhere, look at what the light is doing. Then finesse it. You'll be rewarded by more compelling 
images if you do.

-  E n d  -



BEGINNER'S  GUIDE TO FLASH
PHOTOGRAPHY

Flash photography can be an absolute minefield for beginners to navigate. With so many different 
strobes, triggers and accessories out there, its hardly surprising that the newcomer's mind boggles and
indeed, many feel put off and intimidated. They hear more experienced photographers speaking of 
technical jargon and terminology: Manual, TTL, Optical Slave, Sync Speed, Guide Number, T=0.5, 
T=0.1, Off camera, and so on. Quite simply its information overload and overwhelming. Hopefully 
by reading this guide you'll have a better understanding of the terminology and the mechanics behind 
it all.

C AT E G O R I Z I N G  F L A S H

To make things simpler, we can organize flashes into 3 groups. Before we do that though, it would be
remiss of me if I didn't point out that the terms "speedlite, strobe, flash, flashgun" are all 
interchangeable for one another and refer to the small battery operated flashes we place on our 
camera hot shoe. Studio flashes are generally referred to as strobes or monolights and are mains 
powered. Okay with that done, lets look at flashes.

• TTL Flashes (Nikon = i-TTL, Canon - e-TTL, Pentax p-TTL). TTL stands for Through The 
Lens and it's a way of metering the amount of light from the flash. In essence it works like 
this. The flash fires a "preflash(es)" which hits the subject. It then reflects off and enters the 
camera via the lens and is measured. The flash then fires moments later, just after the shutter 
opens to reveal the sensor. Where this happens so fast we cannot distinguish between the pre 
flash and proper. We just witness a single pulse of light. If done correctly, our subject should 
be correctly exposed. It's perhaps the easiest for newcomers as there is very little to calculate 
on their part, as the camera and flash do most of the work. 

 



• Manual Flashes. These look identical to TTL flashes but lack the ability to adjust their power 
automatically. The user has to input the power output by hand which can be adjusted from full
power 1/1 down to 1/256 power. Not all flashes have this range and may bottom out at 1/64 or
1/128. Manual flash is a lot harder for beginners to work with and have to guess exposure, 
review the resulting image on the LCD screen and then make adjustments based upon that. 
This is known as "chimping". Its effectiveness can vary depending on whether your LCD 
screens brightness is a close representation of the actual exposure and so will need adjusting 
in the camera settings. An alternative and far more accurate way is to use a light meter.

• Monolights. These are large manual flashes that are commonly used in studios. They are 
mains powered (although some can be fed via hugely expensive battery packs). They have the
advantage of modelling lamps, which is essentially a bulb that enables you to see where the 
light and shadows are falling. A very handy feature to have, I can assure you. Monolights can 
be analogue or digital in terms of their interface. I prefer digital as you can alter the power in 
small incremental steps for extremely accurate exposures. Another benefit to the monolights 
is the array of modifiers available for them, which fit directly to the unit itself. Many can be 
used on speedlites too with adapters, as I do myself.

http://www.azkportraits.co.uk/blog/sekonic-l-758d-light-meter


T T L  V S  M A N U A L  F L A S H

On the face of it, TTL flash is the better technology. It takes virtually all the thinking out of the 
equation. It's just point and shoot and any corrections can be made via the flash compensation button.
So you may wonder why doesn't everyone use it? The answer is control. While TTL does a pretty 
good job in most cases, its not infallible. The meter can get tricked and your exposures look awful. 
Where you have the time to position your subject and really fine tune the lights, manual strobes - 
particularly monolights offer the greatest accuracy, with many adjustable in 1/10th stop increments. 

If you are aiming to become a studio portrait photographer, then monolights offer the greatest degree 
of control in terms of exposure, shaping and ability to finesse the light. The modelling lamps save a 
lot of time in positioning and angling of the light. It's much better being able to do this in real time, 
rather than continuously walking back to your speedlite, making an approximate adjustment and 
returning to the camera to take a photograph, to see what those changes have done. That's not to say 
that you can't use TTL flashes for posed portraiture. You can and they do work very well.

On the other end of the spectrum, if you're looking to become an event or news photographer, you 
simply don't have time to make repeated exposure adjustments. A TTL based flash system is much 
better suited to your needs.

Price can also be a prohibitive factor too. Manual flashes start from under £50 with very popular 
models like the Yongnuo 560 II and the Mk III version with its inbuilt radio triggers for just a few 
pounds more. For the top of the line Nikon or Canon flashes you are looking at around the £350+ 
mark and lesser models in between. So as you can see, there isn't a once size fits all. Its what suits 
your photography and what you finds works best for you.

U S I N G  M A N U A L  F L A S H

Manual flash can be extremely difficult to get your head around, unless you are naturally observant, 
technically minded, with a propensity for problem solving. The main issue is getting correct 
exposure. Two things affect this (independent of the camera).

First is the amount of power the flash is outputting. Most people would quickly spot that one. The 
second isn't so apparent, which is the distance to subject. For example, you could have your flash on 
a stand positioned 1 meter from your subject at full power. The resulting photo is grossly over 
exposed. 

http://www.azkportraits.co.uk/blog/yongnuo-yn-560-speedlite


However, if you were to move your stand 2 meters away, leaving the flash at full power, the exposure
may be correct. This is because light falls off over a distance and is known in photography as The 
Inverse Square Law. If you're going to work with manual flash, then understanding the basic 
concepts will greatly facilitate accurate exposure and professional looking results from the placement
and spread of light. You don't need to know all the scientific formula just the following :

•The closer your light to the subject, the brighter it will be
•The further you light to the subject, the dimmer it will be
•The closer your light to the subject, the quicker the light falls into shadow
•The further your light to the subject, the more evenly the light will spread

You can witness this effect yourself by shining a flashlight on a wall in the dark. From a distance of a
few meters the circle of light is quite large, with not a huge difference in brightness from the center to
the edge. Move the flashlight very close to the wall and the light becomes much brighter and 
concentrated, with the contrast between the center and the outer edges noticeably higher.

From the above diagram you can see how wildly exposure can vary, especially at close distances. 
Moving the light from 1m to 2m in distance cuts the flash power by 75%! If you are lighting a group 
with directional light, it is better to get the source further away as the gradation is much less severe.
When using flash it's important to give yourself somewhere to go in terms of power and aperture. If 
you're using something like an f/1.8 lens, start your aperture at f/4. This gives you the ability to go 2 
1/3 stops wider to adjust exposure. Its also a good idea to start your flash on half power, so again you 
have the ability to make alterations.

If your subject is too dark, you either need to open your aperture or increase flash power. You could 
of course up your ISO too, as well as having the option to move your strobe closer to the subject. If 
you do the latter, just be aware that you are affecting the spread of light on their face which might not
always be desirable. If you want a specific aperture, then you will have to resort to flash power, ISO 
and placement of the light source to get that specific value.



S Y N C  S P E E D

This is the maximum shutter speed you can use with your flash. If you go above it, you will end up 
getting a black bar across the bottom of your image from the rear curtain. Depending on your camera 
the maximum sync speed generally ranges from 1/160 sec to 1/320 sec. There are "tricks" to get 
around the sync speed like High Speed Sync but, its no substitute for proper sync speed. The reason 
being is that you control the exposure of ambient light with the shutter speed, just as you do in a non 
flash photo. 

However shutter speed does not control flash due to the fact that it fires considerably faster than the 
shutter does. On low power settings it's not uncommon to achieve a pulse of light equivalent to 
1/20'000 of a second. That's 100 x faster than your average shutter sync and some serious freeze 
action stopping! Aperture controls the flash, since you are physically reducing the size of the gap the 
light passes through to reach the sensor. Of course ISO does too by making the sensor more or less 
sensitive to light.

M I X I N G  A M B I E N T  A N D  F L A S H

With the above in mind, we can see how its possible to mix and vary the ratios of ambient and flash 
light in a photo. Say for a moment we were photographing a model outside in a field, back lit by the 
evening sunset. We choose a shutter speed of 1/60 sec and aperture of f/8 on our kit lens to sharpen 
the image and provide a deep enough depth of field to ensure she's in focus front to back.

We place our flash off camera on a stand, which is wirelessly triggered. We adjust the power of the 
flash until we get f/8 worth of light on our subject. We can do this by chimping - taking a photo, see 
what the exposure is like and adjusting as necessary, or simply by using a light meter, which saves a 
lot of time, messing about and is extremely accurate (provided your meter is profiled to your 
camera).

We take a picture and look at it on the LCD. The model is correctly exposed but the sky is a bit too 
bright. By increasing the shutter speed from 1/60 to 1/125 we reduce the exposure of the sky by 1 
stop of light. If it's still too bright we can increase to 1/250 sec to reduce the brightness by yet another
stop. The model stays exactly the same, as only the flash is lighting her. Conversely if it was too dark,
we could open the shutter to 1/30 or below, which depending on your focal length is probably best 
taken on a tripod. This is why having a camera with a higher sync speed is more beneficial as it gives
you greater control over the ambient light. Remember shutter controls ambient light. Aperture 
controls ambient and flash. ISO controls both too.



G E T T I N G  M O R E  F R O M  Y O U R  B AT T E R I E S

With that in mind we can actually get more life out of our batteries by way of the ISO. Most modern 
DSLRs are capable of producing very clean images up to 800 ISO. Full frame cameras easily 1600 
ISO. If the native ISO of your camera is 200, by shooting at ISO 800 you can effectively get 4 times 
the number of stops because you can use the flash at two stops lower power because you increase the 
ISO by two stops. If you're out shooting all day, this is a great way to get more shots from your flash. 
It also means you get faster flash duration times and recharge times, due to using the strobe on a 
lower power!

M O D I F I E R S

There are more light modifiers and flash gadgets out there than you can shake a monopod at. Some 
are highly effective. Others are more gimmicky and offer no real benefits over conventional 
modifiers - just people trying to reinvent the wheel and make some money into the bargain. So where
to start? Well as the name suggests, modifiers are about manipulating light. This is done by altering 
the spread, specularity and contrast to create very different looking images.

At the smallest end of the scale we have grids. These are simply a
honeycomb mesh that is placed over the front of the flash. They act
to reduce the spill of the light by preventing it from spilling out. It
can only travel in the linear direction afforded by the grid holes. The
result is a concentrated area of light. Grids are often employed in low
key, high contrast images where we may want to illuminate just a
small area on a subject.

Snoots perform a similar function. Either a metal or fabric cylinder that channels the light into a more
linear spread. For ease of transportation and storage, I like these little grids from Micnova, which are 
available in both 1/4" and 1/8" honeycomb size.

Next up are flash diffusers, like those made by Sto-fen. These slip over
the head of the flash and make the spread more omni directional. They
also serve to decrease the specularity of the light, making it less crisp.
Great for event photography when employing bounce flash. Some of
the light is thrown forward to act as fill. Generic versions are widely
available for virtually all flash models. Coloured versions for warming,
cooling and fluorescent lighting can be had too. If buying for a
Yongnuo YN-560II flash, the models for the Canon EX580 will fit. 



Above the Omni-Bounce flash diffusers are small softboxes like the
Lastolite Speedlite Ezybox. A robust little 22cm softbox that fits easily and
securely over our flash. It increases the size of your light source quite
significantly, thereby producing softer shadows than the bare flash itself.
There are two layers of diffusion to help distribute the light inside. For
simple storage and transportation, the Ezybox collapses down into its own
pouch. Again, this modifier is ideal for event photography where moving
large equipment on the fly is not an option. There are also 38cm and 76cm
versions available but these need to be used off camera due to their size. 

Beyond this you are into the realms of off camera flash modifiers, including umbrellas, beauty 
dishes, softboxes and octabanks, which come in various sizes. The larger the modifier, the softer the 
shadows and less contrasted the light is. The smaller the modifier, the harder the shadows and more 
contrasted the light. We use both for different looks and effects. Light your model from the front with
a large beauty dish or softbox for flattering, wrapped lighting and hit them from behind with a small 
light source to rim light them. 

F L A S H  P L A C E M E N T

For maximum creativity with light, it's imperative that you get the flash off the camera. If all we ever 
used was a speedlite attached to the hotshoe, our photographs would be pretty boring in this respect. 
By placing a flash on a light stand we can control the direction and the angle that light is coming 
from. We can also use multiple light sources for really dramatic looks. 

The placement of your flash is paramount to getting good lighting on your subject. Direct flash 
(coming at the subject from the same angle as the camera) will result in "flat" lighting. There will be 
little in the way of shadows since the light is able to hit their face evenly. Shadows are what create 
depth in an image so don't be afraid of them. The shadows we generally want to avoid are those ugly 
ones cast by the midday Sun, where the eyes are barely visible due to shadows caused by the 
eyebrows.



Experiment with different light positions to create different looks and feels. Move the flash at 45 
degree increments and take a photo to see what the effect on the subject is. Remember, light should 
reflect the scene. It creates the ambiance in a photograph, so if your photo is meant to be fun, 
energetic and light-hearted, your lighting should mimic this. If you're trying to create something 
dramatic, nefarious or menacing with a photo, aim to do so with your lighting too. Generally low-
key, high contrast works better with the latter as you can play with light and shadow to invoke more 
drama. Also, unless you're doing a horror scene, avoid having your main light source coming from 
lower than the head. This causes shadows from the nose to be cast up the face and looks unnatural.

R A D I O  T R I G G E R S  &  O P T I C A L  S L AV E S

In order to fire our OCF (off camera flash - yes its good for you to learn all these abbreviations) we 
need one of 3 things. First is a sync extension cord. This is simply just a cable that attaches to the 
camera hot shoe and the bottom of your flash. The only time I'd recommend one of these is for macro
photography, where you have the flash on a bracket attached to the camera and need to connect the 
two. I'd avoid them for all other OCF photos. The reason being is that they limit your working 
distance due to the fact that the cable is tethering you to the flash on a stand. Also, they are 
potentially dangerous, both as a trip hazard and toppling your light stand, if it's not heavily weighted 
down. On top of that, they are just plain annoying, draping off the top of the camera.

Second are optical slaves. Virtually all flashes have these, even the Yongnuo 560 II and some studio 
strobes too. If your Nikon camera has the CLS (Creative Lighting System) feature, you can use the 
pop up flash as commander unit. It then sends a pre-flash signal to your remote flashes. These in turn 
see this pulse of light and fire themselves. Its a very cost effective way of doing things, as you don't 
require any additional equipment. However, its not without its limitations - hey its cheap there's 
bound to be some! 

The problem is that you need a line of sight. Your slaves need to see the commander flash. If your 
speedlite is inside a large softbox and facing away from the camera, then its possible that the optical 
slave will not detect your commander pre-flash and subsequently not fire. It also means that you 
cannot places strobes in other locations. For example, say you wanted to shoot a model entering a 
doorway from a darkened room, where the room to be entered would serve as the light source. The 
flash is placed in the adjacent room, completely out of the line of site with the commander flash of 
the camera. Without being able to see the commander pre-flash, this creative use of light would not 
be possible.

This is where radio triggers come in. One attaches to the camera hot shoe, the others to your flashes. 
Now line of sight isn't a problem and allows for maximum artistic potential. There are many out there
on the market. Some cheap and not so cheerful, to industry standards like Pocketwizards. Not all 
operate on the same frequency either so do your research!



Some are on 2.4Ghz. Pocketwizards are 344Mhz in the US and 433Mhz in Europe. If you're planning
on using a Sekonic meter like the L-758DR which can trigger the Pocketwizards to take a reading, 
make sure you get triggers on either of those frequencies, not 2.4ghz ones! In the UK the Interfit 
Strobies Titan Pro STR158 triggers operate on the 433Mhz frequency and are cheaper than the 
Pocketwizards too. I have several of them and they work great.

F I N A L  T H O U G H T S

Hopefully this article has given you some knowledge and confidence to wade into the waters of flash 
photography. TTL systems are great - I have a Metz 58-AF1 myself, which I occasionally crack out 
for parties and such. For everything else, I'm a manual flash fan. For anyone starting out, I'd 
recommend learning manual flash as it gives you a much better understanding of the mechanics, 
because you're forced to control all the variables yourself. 

Flashes provide incredible lighting opportunities for looks we wouldn't able to achieve otherwise, as 
well as action stopping abilities. If you take the time to educate yourself on the inverse square law, 
hard and soft light sources and how to manipulate light to your advantage, you will be rewarded with 
fantastic photographs too.

For starting out, I highly recommend the Yongnuo YN 560 II or III flashes. The latter is just an 
updated version with inbuilt triggers, although they are 2.4Ghz, not 433Mhz. Great value for money. 
I have 6 of them, half of which live permanently in the studio. 

For studio use, I'd suggest the Paul C Buff Einstein if you're in the US and the Lencarta SF300 in the 
UK, which is great value. The Einstein is available in the UK too but at £600 its pretty pricey, 
although thoroughly excellent. The modelling lamps on them make life so much easier.

Just take your time with flash. If your exposures are off, its something you are doing wrong, so don't 
lose your temper with the equipment. After a while it will all become very fluent and second nature 
and you'll really love the art of flash photography.

-  E n d  -

http://www.azkportraits.co.uk/blog/lencarta-super-fast-sf300-review
http://www.azkportraits.co.uk/blog/yongnuo-yn-560-speedlite
http://www.azkportraits.co.uk/blog/interfit-strobies-titan-pro-transceiver
http://www.azkportraits.co.uk/blog/interfit-strobies-titan-pro-transceiver
http://www.azkportraits.co.uk/blog/sekonic-l-758d-light-meter


LIGHTING STYLES

Lighting is central to an image. Without it we'd obviously have no photographs to look at. However, 
there is much more to it than simply using light to expose your subject correctly. Light is what 
creates the ambiance in an image and can be pivotal for a picture to "work". For example fun, 
energetic, happy photographs tend to be light and breezy, with little in the way of shadows. Light is 
generally omnipresent. More dramatic and moody photographs make use of shadows to create depth 
and mystery.

Think of movie thrillers. When someone is about to get attacked in a building, it's always dimly lit, 
with small lights just picking out a few details on the face and body and environment. Sometimes 
lights are placed behind them so that only their profile is visible. The scene would not be anywhere 
near as scary if the room was fully illuminated.

Similarly, lighting styles can be used to achieve various looks on a model by creating drama and 
depth to an image. Here we will look at some of the most common which include split, short, broad, 
loop, butterfly and Rembrandt. 

S P L I T  L I G H T I N G

Split lighting is as the name suggests. it divides the light
hitting the face into two equal halves by positioning the
source at 90 degrees to it. The light source can be located
on the left or right. One side of the face is illuminated,
the other in shadow with the nose being the dividing line.

The intensity of the shadow will depend upon the light
source itself. A small one will produce dark shadows as
the light is concentrated upon the near side of the face. A
larger light source will enable the light to spread and
wrap around the face, resulting in a much more gradual
transition into shadow. 

Sometimes reflectors are deployed on the shadow side to
bounce some of the light back to lessen them and add
back detail. Its a personal preference and depends on the
look you want.



S H O RT L I G H T I N G

Short lighting is where the side of the face least visible
to the camera is being hit by light. Lets start from the
split light position. Subject facing the camera directly,
light coming from the right at 90 degrees. Now rotate
the subject counter clockwise so the face is more
towards the source.

The broad side of the face nearest the camera is in
shadow. This type of style is very effective to create
depth to a photo, as it encourages the viewer to look
further in as they are drawn to the bright part of the
image. It should be pointed out that the light has not
moved position. The model has simply been rotated.

This is one of my favourite lighting styles and is a very
classic look. Again, the intensity of the shadow will
depend upon the size of the light source and whether
you use a reflector to reintroduce detail.

B R O A D  L I G H T I N G

The opposite of short lighting is broad lighting. Again
starting from the split position, we rotate our subject
clockwise. Now the widest part of the face relative to
the camera is being illuminated. Again this creates depth
to the image through the presence of shadows, this time
on the far side of the face.

In my opinion, broad lighting is best used in
conjunction with a reflector, large light source or a
second flash located behind the subject, to help create
separation with the background and decrease the
intensity of shadows on the far side of the face. Again,
the light source has not been moved. The model is
simply rotated on the spot.



L O O P L I G H T I N G

Loop lighting refers to the shadow cast by the nose on
the face. The light is positioned above the subject, angled
down and about 45 degrees from center. The result is a
small loop of shadow on the cheek below the nose. 

If used with a small light source the resulting shadow
will be quite hard and therefore a bit distracting for some
tastes. Larger light sources will reduce the intensity of
the shadow greatly, giving a more subtle outcome.

Light positioning is one thing but utilizing smaller or
larger sources will again change the look of a photo
dramatically. The key is to get directional lighting and
generally to avoid firing it at the subject in the same
plane as the camera, which is what creates horrible
shadows and red eye.  

B U T T E R F LY L I G H T I N G

Often a favourite for fashion and beauty photography,
butterfly lighting is one of the classic Hollywood styles.
Think Greta Garbo, Joan Crawford, Clark Gable, etc. Its
characterized by the appearance of a small shadow
below the nose which is shaped like a butterfly. It is
achieved by placing the light directly facing the model
and from above and used to "carve out" the cheekbones.
This makes them more prominent, as a shadow is created
beneath. A reflector is often employed directly
underneath to lift the shadows and give a more gentle
feel. Again a larger light source automatically softens the
shadows.

Care must be taken when using this lighting technique as
the eyebrows can cause shadows in the eyes due to the
light position, which often is something to avoid.
However it can also create a dramatic look all of its own
under the right conditions. 



R E M B R A N D T L I G H T I N G

If this lighting style sounds familiar its because it is
named after the Dutch painter Rembrandt Harmenszoon
van Rijn and was a prominent feature in his works. It is
achieved by positioning the light in a similar manner to
loop light but at 60 degrees or more from centre. The
result is a small triangle of light on the far side of the
face, which is also known as the Rembrandt Triangle. 

The shadow created by the nose should just touch the
corner of the mouth or top lip. This lighting style has the
benefit of illuminating both sides of the face, whilst still
keeping shadows to add depth and texture. It is a classic
lighting style that is quite sombre in appearance and
often lends itself well to moody, intense images of that
nature. 

As you can see, extremely varied and dramatic looks can be achieved quickly and easily. Sometimes 
its as simple as rotating the model on the spot for a completely different appearance. We can tailor 
the styles and refine them by using different sized modifiers to make shadows softer or harder and 
angling the light to suit the individual features of the model. We can deploy reflectors to lift the 
shadows or introduce secondary lights to change the dynamic of the image yet again. 

The trick is to start with one light and experiment with its position and angle. Then additional light 
sources until a pleasing result is achieved. The benefit to your images will be huge and the more 
attention to detail you pay and the more you sculpt the light, the more stunning the impact will be.
All the above images were shot using a 16" beauty dish with a honeycomb grid to control the spill of 
light and make the shadows more pronounced and readily identifiable.



Below are diagrams on how to position the light source to create the different lighting styles.



THE BEGINNER'S  PHOTOSHOOT
CHECKLIST

I N  Y O U R  B A G

• Camera - Of course the first item into your bag is your camera. Before it goes in though - 
check it. Make sure your sensor is free from dust and dirt that can ruin an image or mean 
extensive retouching in post before you start editing it proper. Reset to your native ISO 
(usually 100-200 depending on the camera) and select your shooting mode you'll be using. 
Sports you might want to be in shutter priority. Portraits, most likely aperture priority. Check 
your battery level and your memory card is freshly formatted. If all is well, it's ready to go in.

• Lens(es) - If you've got a multitude of glass sometimes it's difficult to decide what you want
to take and there is always the temptation to take everything and really weigh yourself down. 
If you can cover all the bases with a couple of lenses, that's great. A wide angle lens, portrait 
lens and telephoto is a nice combination and certainly gives you more options 
compositionally. A 24-70mm f/2.8, 70-200mm f/2.8 and 85mm f/1.4 would be ideal. Some 
people might forgo the 85mm and just shoot with the 70-200mm which is a fine lens for 
portraits. Zooms definitely afford you more freedom although few can touch the sharpness 
that a decent prime can deliver. Whatever you take, make sure they are clean and free from 
dust and dirt - especially the rear element. Dust on the front will not show up but gunk on the 
rear probably will.

• Batteries - Always carry spare batteries for your camera with you and ensure they are all 
charged before you leave. It's best to do this the night before and always recharge them once 
you return. Equally, make sure you have spare batteries for your flashes and any other 
equipment that is electronically powered. Protective carry cases are readily available on eBay 
and help keep batteries organized. You don't want to swap out empties from your flash, only 
to find you're missing one!

• Memory Cards - Format your card before use and always carry a couple of spares. Don't be
tempted to have one huge card to store all the days images upon. If it fails on you, the entire 
shoot's images may be unrecoverable. Spread out over a few cards you minimize this risk. 
Check the gold connectors are clean before inserting into the camera and always keep cards 
inside their protective cases or a wallet.

• Flashes - If you're taking flashes make sure they are all functioning properly and batteries 
are fully charged.



• Triggers - Most triggers don't have a battery indicator level on them so its best to put freshly
charged ones in before you leave. Make sure you have enough triggers for all flashes being 
used plus the one for camera hotshoe!

• Light Modifiers - Consider in advance what you'll be shooting. An individual? A group? Do
you want snoots or grids to control spill or do you want a larger light source like an umbrella 
or pop up soft box. Bear in mind that you'll need a light stand to mount these on, plus adapters
to articulate and a sandbag if its outside.

• Tripod/Monopod/Lightstands- Are you shooting in low light or with a long lens? Do you 
need to support flashes and light modifiers? Support for your equipment can make the 
difference between getting the shot and not.

• Reflector - Perhaps the simplest but one of the most versatile tools you can have with you. 
A 5-in-1 reflector can give you warm or specular highlights, as well as filling in shadows. The
diffusion panels can turn the hard light of the Sun into beautifully soft natural light source.

• Light Meter - For ultimate exposure accuracy, you can't beat a light meter. Not every 
photographer uses them. Not every photographer has the time to use one but there is no 
doubting their speed and effectiveness. Again, make sure the battery has charge before 
heading out.

• Colorchecker Passport - A great little addition to your bag. Simply take a picture at the 
beginning of the shoot to create an accurate colour profile later. Every time you move to a 
different location or the light changes, take another shot with the CCP in the frame and forget 
about colour issues. They are small, so be sure to pick them up afterwards!

• Lastolite EzyBalance - Again another great bit of kit for your bag. Barely 10cm across 
when collapsed down, it pops up to form a 30cm 18% Grey Card. On the reverse is a white 
balance card. Great for getting a correct white balance before shooting and over coming 
exposure issues quickly

• Cleaning Equipment - Always have a couple of lens cloths in your kit bag to help remove 
unwanted dust collecting on the front element. A rocket blower is a wise addition too, in case 
you get any dust on the senor between lens changes. For more stubborn dirt, a lens pen can 
really get you out of a bind on location.



• Model Release - Finally, make sure you have a model release form for your model to sign. 
It can cover you against any potential future headaches.

Definitely a lot of equipment to consider taking prior to your shoot. Some of it is optional and not 
required on every occasion, depending on what you're photographing. Just get into the habit of 
running through a checklist of gear to take and ensure you have covered all possibilities. You don't 
want to turn up for your shoot minus a key bit of equipment. You'll look unprofessional and could 
damage your reputation, so bear this in mind.

O U T  O N  L O C AT I O N

• Location - Before you've even booked your shoot, it's a good idea to have a few locations in
mind that you can go to. If a client stipulates where the shoot will take place, then naturally 
you have no options. If you're doing a theme shoot, opt for a location that will work with it, 
whether that's directly or you want a juxtaposition.

• Weather - Pay attention to the forecast on the days running up to your shoot. Certainly the 
weather can change its mind - well, like the weather but, be aware of any potential problems 
and have a back up plan in place if possible. If a thunder storm rolls over, don't go and stand 
under a tree. Neither your model nor your equipment will appreciate getting struck by 
lightning!

• Time - Be aware of the time of day when you're planning a shoot. Generally the best light 
comes from early morning and evenings, just before the Sun is setting. This is often referred 
to "The Golden Hour" and provides you with lovely warm tones in the sky and surrounding 
landscape. Shooting at midday under harsh light will cause problems, which you need to be 
able to solve. Often this can be remedied by simply finding some shade or tunnel lighting 
your model. Just be conscious of the Sun's position throughout the day. Depending on the 
season, your shooting window will vary. If you're planning on a "Golden Hour" shoot, be sure
to check out the sunset schedule and get to your location with plenty of time to set up any 
equipment and put your model through her paces.

• Safety - Be sensible as to where you choose to go. Don't enter somewhere illegally just 
because it looks cool. Abandoned buildings may offer a multitude of photographic backdrop 
opportunities but, be sure the structure is sound and avoid areas that could potentially cause 
injuries. Its not uncommon for places like this to have been frequented by addicts, so be 
vigilant there aren't any needles about that could harm you or your model. Always ask 
permission before going on private property too.



Certain areas that may seem public property, aren't in fact. Train stations are a good example 
and you'll have to obtain permission to photograph in these locations. Equally though, don't 
be bullied by over zealous private security. Shooting in towns or cities you may very well be 
approached by them and ask you what you're doing, ask to see your photos, demand you stop 
taking photographs or start playing the anti-terrorism card. They may even call the police. If 
you do have a run in with people like this, try and record the conversation with your phone or 
camera. Always be polite and calm and keep inside the law.

Don't be threatened by them. Only police have any legal authority. Private security guards do 
not. In the UK, If you're on public property, you are free to take photographs, even of police 
officers on duty. Know your rights as a photographer in your respective area of the globe 
though. Don't rely on other people to be versed in the law as it stands either. There have been 
documented cases over recent years where police have overstepped the boundary and misused
the law on photographers. If you're in the UK, print out the Metropolitan Police Guidelines 
regarding photography in public places and the relevant sections of the Anti-Terrorism Act 
2000.

L O O K  A N D  S E E

• Background - Once at your shoot location, make the best use of your surroundings. Look 
for problem areas that will create distracting backdrops or cause light issues. You don't want 
trees, lamp posts or other such objects growing out of the top of your model's head. Equally, 
keep your eyes open for things you can incorporate into the shot. An old stairwell, rusty 
corrugated iron fence or walls with weather/peeling paint.

• Light - If you're in a structure of some kind, check out any windows as a potential natural 
light source, to create mood and atmosphere. If using speedlites, pay attention to your LCD 
screen. Make sure the light is falling where you want it and achieving the look you want. Is it 
flattering to your model? Pay attention to the shadows too. Remember to control your ambient
light with the shutter to create different looks.

• Subject - Hair, makeup, attire, pose and expression. Scrutinize all of these things and watch 
out for stray hairs across the face, or issues with clothing, as these can mean extensive 
retouching in post processing. Is the pose awkward? Are you making your model look 
frumpy? Create more flattering profiles by having the model stand at an angle to the camera. 
It's instantly slimming - well, unless they have a belly like mine. Is the model's expression 
selling the shot or is it kind of bland, boring and looking like she wants to go home? 
Modelling is essentially acting, so try and coax the emotions and expression you want from 
your subject by introducing scenarios they can imagine. Keep the compliments coming and as
well as concise directions and your model will soon warm up and let go of anxieties that may 
be hampering performance.

A lot to take on board. Don't expect miracles to happen on your first shoot, or even your second or 
third. You will gradually improve as you pay heed to more things and try creative ideas. Some will 
work, some won't. That's part of the learning process. Try to make the shoot as fun for both you and 
your subject. A relaxed environment is much more conducive to work in. 

http://www.met.police.uk/about/photography.htm


DAWN TO DUSK IN HARSH OUTDOOR
LIGHT

Natural daylight can provide some of the most beautiful light possible for photography, from that 
which spills in through windows to gorgeous sunsets. It can also produce some of the ugliest too. The
difference is knowing what to do and when to do it. We understand the Sun rises in the east and sets 
in the west. We can look up sunrise and sunset times. Weather, although unpredictable, can be 
forecast to let us know what to expect on any given day. But how do we actually deal with the light 
we are faced with?

How often have you gone out on a beautiful sunny day with clear blue skies and gotten heinous 
lighting from your photographs? I bet quite a few of you. It almost causes confusion in us. "Its such 
lovely weather so why do the images look so bad?" The reason being is hard light, caused by the Sun 
and our failure to adapt to it.

If you look back to those horrid photos I imagine you'll see some of the following :

• Overexposure in the backgrounds or skies
• Overexposure on your subjects
• Underexposure on your subjects
• Dark shadows under the eyebrows
• People squinting
• Reflections of yourself in sunglasses

These are all symptoms of high contrast light, which is caused by small light sources or more 
correctly, relative small light sources. Although about 1.3 million times larger than the Earth, due to 
the fact its almost 150 million kilometres away,  the Sun appears very small in the sky. Likewise, a 
flash-light is a small light source when compared to the size of a human but, shine it on a bug from 
just a few centimetres away and all the shadows will be gone. Why? Because relative to the insect, 
the light is huge. You can see examples of this in the earlier “Shining Light On Lighting" article.

Okay, so how do we go about solving these problems? There are a couple of answers which we will 
look at and depending on your equipment and logistical capabilities, you should find a suitable 
solution for your photography. We'll divide it into two. Shooting light and shooting heavy.

S H O O T I N G  L I G H T

No one likes humping loads of gear around. Well, some people do but they generally have other 
people carrying it for them. Sometimes the camera bag fully loaded with two bodies, a few lenses 
and sundry items can really weigh us down.

http://www.azkportraits.co.uk/blog/shining-light-on-light


The prospect of carrying tripods, light stands, flashes and modifiers and the like can be physically too
demanding or infeasible to many of us. Even if you can fit all the gear in a car, you still need to 
physically transport it to the actual location the other end.

The good news is that to solve all your lighting problems you don't need any additional equipment. 
Yes you read that right and no, I'm not bonkers. Well just a bit but that's beside the point. All we need
to do is be consciously aware of and adapt ourselves to light. Its that simple!!

So what are we looking for? Well we know that the nicest light often comes at dawn and dusk for 
three reasons. One is that the light isn't as intense and contrasted. Secondly, it's highly directional. 
Sun up, it's coming from the eastern horizon. Sun down, light is coming towards us from west. 
Thirdly, we get nice warm tones at those ends of the day.

"But directional light still gives us highlights and shadows on our subjects faces and makes them 
squint." This is true, which is why we get around this by having them face the opposite direction 
from the Sun. Right then and there we have solved all exposure issues on faces by simply back 
lighting our models. All we need do then is meter for their faces and voila. Gorgeous light. No 
squinting or unflattering shadows and we didn't spend a penny either.

We can of course take it beyond this and get creative and play with the light. Turn the model to the 
side and profile them, silhouetted against the sky. Moving our position to face them again with the 
light coming from the side, we have split lighting on our subject. Rotate them slightly more towards 
the light and we have short lighting. Rotate to the left we have broad lighting. Learn about these 
lighting styles in the aforementioned article for dramatic looks. 

All of this is achievable by doing nothing more than making use of directional light and positioning 
our model and ourselves relative to it. No expensive purchases, no other equipment to carry! The 
tools we used were our eyes to observe the light and our brain to tell us where to situate ourselves. Of
course, try this late morning to mid afternoon and you'll be right back to square one again. Squinting, 
overexposure, high contrast lighting. Blahhhh!

"So.... on sunny days we have to get up at the crack of dawn or wait until the evening to photograph 
models outside?"

While it would be a lot easier, we're not afforded this luxury and are dictated to by the time our 
clients are available. What we need to be able to do is shoot around the clock in all lighting and 
weather conditions to get the shots we need. If the client is only available from 11pm to 2pm, then 
that's when you shoot. This is the hardest time of day to shoot. So what's the shooting light solution 
to this one? That's right, we don't shoot in it. 

http://www.azkportraits.co.uk/blog/lighting-styles


We go find some shade. This could come from a tree, a building, a doorway, a bridge or a tunnel. Just
go and find yourself some shade with an appealing backdrop. By doing this, we again eliminate all 
high contrast light and have nothing unsightly to ruin the image. We can still make use of directional 
reflective light by rotating our model and moving out position as mentioned earlier to produce some 
lovely images. We just have to go looking for the right type of light.

S H O O T I N G  H E AV Y

I'm classing shooting heavy as using anything other than the camera itself, even though some of the 
ancillary equipment is very lightweight. I'll only list the actual light modifiers themselves, some of 
which will require additional gear like light stands, sandbags, etc.

• Reflector
• Lastolite Triflector
• Lastolite Uplite
• Lastolite Skylite
• Shoot-through Umbrella
• Flashes

The Reflector - The humble reflector is one of the best tools a portrait photographer can possess to 
help overcome exposure issues. It can be a source of directional light or to even out exposures and 
lift shadows. They are cheap and widely available. Lightweight and highly transportable where they 
collapse down to a fraction of their full size. An essential bit of kit to buy.

Deployed against the sunrise or sunset light, they can help even out the exposure, by returning light 
onto your back lit subject. This means they are brighter than before and you can use a higher shutter 
speed or aperture, which will darken the sky, revealing more detail in it. Just be mindful of the cheap 
silver and gold reflectors which tend to be too specular and cause people to squint. Either use white 
or splash out on a more expensive reflector that has a satin finish, like the California Sunbounce.

Used in the late morning to mid afternoon, we could have our subjects out in full Sun and use the 
reflector to lift the shadows under the eyes, nose and chin caused by the overhead light. We may still 
suffer with squinting though from intense sunlight, in which case we again need to head for shade. If 
doing headshots we can have the model holding the reflector at chest height to lift shadows under the 
chin and nose. We may also be able to position the reflector in the Sunlight and use it to throw 
directional light on our subject in the shade for a very gentle and natural look.

http://www.azkportraits.co.uk/blog/gear-review-lastolite-triflector


The Lastolite Triflector - This is one of my favourite bits of kit in the studio and it can be deployed 
equally well outside. It is lightweight, collapsible and is like having an assistant with you out in the 
field. It works exactly the same as the reflector above except that there are 3 of them, creating a 
larger light source and you and angle them precisely - something you may struggle with if you're 
trying to use a reflector in one hand and camera in the other. You will need a light stand to place it on.

The Lastolite Uplite - Another very handy piece of kit for use in the studio or out in the field, the 
Uplite is another reflector that is lightweight and portable. It can be angled to reflect sunlight to act as
a fill or key light, depending upon its position. It comes in two flavours, the warm tones and cooling 
ones. I prefer the warm one as it works well on summer days and returning evening light on your 
subject. It obviously works in the same manner in both scenarios as the standard reflector would.

The Lastolite Skylite -Yes another Lastolite product. Hey, they make some great stuff. I don't own 
the Skylite but can fully appreciate its abilities and applications having seen it in use though. Its not 
as portable as the other equipment and requires two support stands as well. It is great for outdoor 
lighting though. For the sunrise/sunset lighting, it would enable you to have your model facing into 
the light for a change and the diffusion would most likely prevent squinting. Still, I'm a sucker for 
that rim light look and wouldn't use the Skylite in this manner, instead opting to place the Sun behind
the model and use some CTO gel covered strobes to fire through the Skylite as a softbox to even 
exposure. Mmmm yummy!

For harsh lighting of the Midday Sun, its equally proficient. Again, simply place the Skylite between 
the big bright ball in the sky and your subject and you have yourself a nice big softbox. The hard 
shadows disappear, giving you soft directional light. Add reflectors on the far side and you have a 
completely wrapped look. Just be careful on breezy days. A 2m square panel will easily take off 
unless well anchored and you don't want it smacking your model or disappearing across the park 
either. It'd then be a Lastolite Poopscoop!

The Shoot Through Umbrella - A large white brolly can be an excellent tool for outdoor 
photography and we can use it in much the same manner as the Skylite. Deploy it as a fill against the 
setting Sun - preferably with CTO gelled flashes to keep the colour temperatures in sync. During the 
harsher times of the day, placing the umbrella between the Sun and our model turns it into a softbox, 
which we can also fire strobes through. Which leads me on the technique of overpowering the Sun 
with flashes.

The Speedlite - The last technique (which can be used with modifiers like the Skylite, Umbrella or a 
variety of other softboxes and shaping tools) involves using flashes to produce more light than the 
Sun. For some flashes, even full power and placing it close to your subject won't be enough, so you 
need a strobe with a high Watt second output. You may even need a couple of them. Using a flash on 
full power and adding a second also on full power, only gives you 1 extra stop of light. Add another 
two to give you a total of four, gives you 2 stops of light more than a single strobe. And so on.



We are looking to reduce the ambient light by way of maximum shutter sync and aperture to a point 
that our subject is sufficiently silhouetted and the ambient light isn't affecting the photo. Essentially 
they become a blank canvas to which we can add our own light.

This requires that we throw enough light on them to expose them correctly. Lets say for arguments 
sake that at ISO 100, 1/250 sec f/16 our model was sufficiently dark. What we need to do is throw 
somewhere in the region of f/32 or higher's worth of light from strobes. As you can imagine this can 
be a tall order and also is dictated by the inverse square law, of distance to subject. Certainly this is a 
lot easier to do on a sunrise or sunset, due to the lower intensity of the light. Under midday sunlight 
it's asking a lot more of the strobes and batteries but it is doable, provided you have enough juice to 
play with.

C O N C L U S I O N

So there you have it. Lighting solutions to suit any wallet. “Shooting light” is highly effective, 
provided you can identify and access shade when you need to and position the model and yourself 
well in relation to the Sun. Some may see it limiting but if you enjoy the challenge you can be 
rewarded with some truly fantastic light. If you can, aim to shoot at either end of the day but failing 
that, choose locations that offer these features, or keep them as back ups if a primary location desired 
by the client doesn't deliver. Pre-empt this by scouting it out before the shoot. You don't want any 
nasty surprises.

Shooting heavy certainly gives you more freedom in terms of how and where you shoot but it comes 
at the monetary expense and also may be restrictive in terms of transportation and physical 
deployment. It's all well and good being able to drive to a shoot with the gear but, if it needs hiking 
half a mile on foot up a mountain side or across rough terrain, it will be a nightmare to do without an 
assistant or two. When it can be used though, the equipment gives you a greater array of shots and 
allow you to shoot under conditions where there is no physical shade at any time of day.

Whatever you do, seek out the light, manipulate it and adapt to it to the best of your ability to give 
you the most rewarding images. The solutions are more about observations and reacting to those, 
than the gear. So use your noodle 100% of the time!

Good luck and happy shooting.

-  E n d  -



THE BEGINNER'S  GUIDE TO LENS FILTERS

Lens filters date from the days of film when personal computers and digital editing software hadn't 
even been conceived of. Back then, things had to done right in camera. If you wanted a warmer 
photo, you added a yellow filter. If you wanted more punch to your black and white photographs, a 
red filter was placed over the front. They pretty much came in any colour imaginable. Today 
photographers tend not to bother with such things, primarily because the vast majority are using 
DSLRs and any warming, cooling or colouration can be done at the click of a button in post 
processing. In short, they're a waste of money.

However, even in the digital age we still can make use of some of these basic technologies because 
either their effects cannot be recreated in post, or they simply save us a lot of time by getting it right 
in camera. The filters I'm referring to are circular polarizers (CPL), neutral density filters (ND), 
ultraviolet filters (UV) and star filters. They come in two formats, either screw in to a particular 
thread size, or square filters systems like Cokin P, Lee, Hitech and Kood, that drop into a mount that 
attaches to the lens. 

I will start with the latter first as they require the least explanation. In essence, UV filters are fitted to 
the front of a lens to protect the front element from scratches and accidental knocks. They used to be 
employed to filter out UV light below certain wavelengths (commonly 370nm and 390nm) but 
Digital SLR cameras are highly insensitive to ultraviolet light and so fitting one serves little purpose 
other than scratch protection in the grand scheme of things.

The downside to fitting them to a lens is that they can lower the image quality, particularly if a cheap 
brand is used. They can introduce flare as well. Personally I don't bother with them on my lenses. 
Why spend hundreds, even thousands of pounds on a lens because of its sharpness and flare 
resistance in the form of nano crystal coatings, only to have that diminished by some crappy glass 
stuck to the front? It makes no sense to me!

I do, however, have UV filter fitted to all my lenses. "Hypocrite!" I hear you scream. Nope, I'm not, 
as none of the filters actually have the UV glass in it. "Why?" you might well ask. Well, it serves to 
keep the lens cap further away from the front element. If any grit was to get caught on the reverse of 
it, I wouldn't damage the coating on the lens. It's a neat trick and one I highly recommend. Either that
or purchase the generic petal lens hoods, which screw into the filter thread and keep the cap even 
further away from the front element.

It would be remiss of me should I fail to mention that a scratch on your front element in all likelihood
will do bugger all to impact image quality. The element you should be most concerned with is the 
rear one. Any dust, scratches or fungus upon that will be picked up by the sensor due to the 
proximity. On the front, it won't make any discernible difference. 



Keeping your front element scratch-free is more about resale value than anything else. Although I too
like my babies to have pristine glass (yes I love my lenses), if I see a decent optic on sale with a mark
on the front element, it doesn't put me off - provided I can get it for a decent price. It's entirely up to 
you, though whether you use them or not and is more about your own peace of mind than anything 
else.

Next up are Circular Polarizers. Don't confuse these with the older linear polarizers. Those are for old
film cameras and won't work properly on today's DSLRs - that's the reason why it was so cheap and 
no one else on eBay had bid!

CPLs are quite ingenious creations and allow you to capture things that you otherwise wouldn't be 
able to do - at least not without hours of messing about in editing software or some compositing. CPL
filters block out light in a particular direction of polarization. The effect of this is that reflections are 
removed from things like windows, car paintwork and water. Now you know how they captured all 
the rocks and pebbles under the water in the those mountain lake photos! It won't work on metallic 
objects, so be aware. It doesn't end there though. A CPL will also saturate colours more, making your 
skies bluer and everything else richer by removing reflections. They're very handy things to own and 
have the ability to transform the look of a photo. 

Last up are the neutral density filters. They're essentially light reducers and come in various densities,
usually ranging from ND2 to ND10. The purpose of ND filters is to enable you to use longer shutter 
speeds due to the reduced light levels. This is what gives you the milky water photos. It also is useful 
for architectural photography by eliminating people from the scene. As long as nobody remains static
in the image for an extended period, they will be ghosted into invisibility as they walk through the 
frame. The only exception to this is if someone is carrying a light source bright enough to be 
recorded onto the sensor. An example of this is street photographs where the cars are invisible but the
head and tail lights appear as white and red strokes across the photograph.

The other purpose of the ND filter is to enable you to use a wider aperture than would be possible 
without one. Imagine this scenario. You want to do a portrait of someone but just isolate the eyes and 
want to opt to use the lens wide open at f/1.4 on your 85mm. However, the scene was so bright that 
even at 1/8000 sec, ISO 100 your images were over exposed. Without the filter your only other 
option to get correct exposure would be to use a smaller aperture, like f/2.8, f/4, etc.  You can also get
variable ND filters that you rotate to control the amount of light that is cut out. Good quality ones of 
these can be very expensive but, they are very useful - particularly for videography where the shutter 
speed cannot be altered and changing aperture will affect the depth of field and change the look of 
the scene.



ND filters come in another variety too. Graduated ND filters (sometimes called ND Grads) are ND 
filters that fade from dark to transparent, either softly or abruptly. They come in different strengths 
like the standard ND filters to control the amount of ambient light. The purpose of ND Grads is 
primarily for landscape or seascape photographs. By placing the darkened part of the filter against the
bright sky or evening sunset, a photographer can balance the exposure of the two in camera. The only
away around this without one would be to bracket the photograph (taking two or more photos at 
different exposures - one for the foreground, one for the sky) and combine them later in post 
production. This can be time consuming and fiddly. It's much better to get it right in camera, than to 
spend hours messing about in software.

Finally, star filters are simply an effect filter that creates radiating shafts from a light source. You can 
achieve this effect by using very small apertures but, sometimes a small aperture is not desired. The 
star filter will produce these shafts by way of the etches on the glass filter. They generally range from
4 stars up to 16 and are more an aesthetic choice than serving any other real purpose. You could 
recreate these effects in post production but, again, its all time spent staring at the screen, which 
could have been created at the time of capture. If your Photoshopping skills aren't up to much, then 
use one of these filters instead.

That's pretty much it as far as filters go. They vary in price greatly from cheap and cheerful brands up
to the likes of Lee filters which are incredibly expensive but, generally are the choice of professionals
due to quality control standards and no colour cast. Those filters mentioned above are really the only 
ones you'll ever need if you shoot a DSLR. They can prove invaluable and be huge time savers too. 
They afford greater creative control and so should not be absent from your camera bag.

-  E n d  -



NOW I  KNOW WHAT MADE ANSEL BLUE

"There is nothing worse than a sharp photo of a fuzzy concept." - Ansel Adams.

The further you progress into and your passion for photography grows, the more those words will 
strike a chord and resonate within you. At the same time they can become a cause of annoyance and 
despair. I can remember getting my first DSLR, an Olympus E-510 bought from eBay as birthday gift
from my girlfriend in September 2009. Prior to that I had only ever used Kodak Easyshare point and 
shoot compact cameras. To me it looked the business and being able to use a multitude of lovely old 
glass lenses via adapters was a lot of fun. 

As soon as I took my first photo, I was wowed by the
improvement in image quality. The sharpness. The shallow
depth of field. Isolating my subject from the background. Did
I mention the sharpness? All of my photos just seemed to look
awesome and everyone I showed them too was also amazed. 

In reality they were of course utter garbage. I sometimes look
back at them and shudder out of sheer embarrassment. I
dislike showing them now but, do so to demonstrate a point. I
only keep them for sentimental reasons as they are family
snaps of my nephews as toddlers, which my relatives enjoy
reflecting upon on my Facebook page. 

In February 2010 I was bought a Nikon D90 by my Dad. As soon as I unboxed it and held it in my 
hand, the E-510 seemed like a Fisher-Price "My First Camera" toy in comparison. It felt so much 
sturdier and robust. The image quality just blew the Olympus out of the water. This felt like a 
professional camera to me at the time. Again, everyone was instantly impressed with my resulting 
photographs, as was I.

Six months later and I had began taking my photography more seriously. I looked back to my earlier 
images both as captures and post edited - and absolutely hated them all. I began to see some of the 
common mistakes. The trees and lamp posts growing out of peoples' heads. The horrible lighting and 
shadows from on camera flash and poor use of natural light. The distracting backdrops. The fact 
everyone was always centered in the frame. I began paying attention to these things and was more 
mindful of what I was doing. 



A year later and the same thing was true. I hated nearly all my photographs. Where I once was 
overjoyed and excited by what I had created in the camera, I could pick apart and point out all the 
glaring problems and mistakes in the images I had taken half a year ago. I was depressed by this fact. 
Everyone else's work looked so much better. I knew I had to up my game. I read the camera 
magazines my Dad gave me and watched tutorials on YouTube. I read photography blogs and 
websites dedicated to photography, trying to get my head around technical jargon like f-stops, shutter 
speeds and ISO. I joined forums and picked up many useful tips, as well as do's and don'ts.

This pattern of periodically loving then subsequently hating my photos continued, despite my images
winning competitions and appearing in national camera magazines. It still continues and I have 
accepted that it probably will always persist. As I consistently raise the bar on my work, scrutinize 
details and expand my creativity, I look back on my previous photos as lacking in some dimension. 
This can only be a benefit to my photography, although it will always leave me with some level of 
dissatisfaction and something I will just have to contend with I guess.

I recently upgraded to the Nikon D800 and again was just wowed by the image quality but this time, 
it comes with the full knowledge that the camera is merely a tool and nothing more. It can produce 
extremely detailed and sharp images but, what it photographs is entirely down to me. Lighting, pose, 
expression, emotion, perspective, composition. These are all things I need to watch out for and aim to
control. They all need to combine in an image that has dynamic visual impact. A photo that captures 
the viewer and makes them look again and again. A portrait that speaks of the person or an image that
tells a story. Being my harshest critic, it needs to excite me. A crappy photograph is still a crappy 
photograph at 36MP and being razor sharp.

This brings me back to Ansel Adams' quote. Just because an image is tack sharp and beautifully 
detailed, it doesn't mean its a great image. Even if you do have some of the aforementioned 
ingredients, that doesn't mean your photo will "work". You could photograph something completely 
fresh and unorthodox but, if that photo doesn't speak to the viewer and cannot hold their attention, 
then in all probability, it's not a good one. That doesn't mean you shouldn't try new things and be 
creative but, if you're trying to communicate a message with your audience, it should at least be 
intelligible to them.

As a beginner, I really didn't differentiate between the two. Image quality and the aesthetic/artistic 
calibre of a photo were one and the same thing. Its the same problem virtually all beginners and 
laypersons suffer with. Where the general population are so used to blurry, poor quality snapshots 
they take with their phones or point and shoot cameras, whenever they see a sharp photo with a 
shallow depth of field it instantly looks incredible to them. They are also blinded by the fact that it's 
their friends and loved ones in the images too, so sentimentality often trumps crummy photos.



It sticks in my craw what some people hand over good money for. Sometimes a lot of money. I 
almost feel compelled to tell them "Put your wallet away. Those photos are just shocking!" You know
that someone who knows their way around a DSLR, wowed somebody else with image quality it 
produces and that person walks away satisfied. 

I see "professional" child portraits with limbs cropped off, exposures 2-3 stops over, hanging on the 
walls of friends and family members. Sometimes they paid hundreds of pounds for these prints. I've 
seen wedding photos by "professionals" making photography 101 mistakes, that the couple paid 
thousands for.

There will always be cases of this happening. If you're passionate about photography and get excited 
about creating great work and capturing magic moments, then you too will most likely get somewhat 
irritated by substandard images receiving praise, accolades and undeservedly large payments. You 
probably cannot help but feel bad for the person receiving those images, as you perceive them getting
ripped off. It's not their fault. 

Sentimentality and image quality are two Achilles Heels to the ordinary Joe and something I have 
come to the conclusion that certain photographers will actively exploit. So long as the customer is 
happy and they are getting paid, it's all good and they don't really care about the image at all. Okay, 
from a business standpoint you might argue "what's the problem? Both parties are happy." I guess the
answer comes down to your personal standards and what you're comfortable putting out there.

Unfortunately the more ethical among us just have to suck it up. Focus on what you are doing and 
always aim to produce the highest quality work you can, from concept to capture. Technical prowess 
with camera and lighting must be matched with artistry and marinaded into a gorgeous concoction of 
pixels. By doing this, your work will stand out above the crowd of monotony and those who were 
once happy with their badly lit, badly composed photographs will ask why their photos don't look 
like the work you are producing. With any luck, they will beat a path to your door in future. As you 
once came to realize, image quality doesn't make a quality image - so will they.

This has been quite a diatribe but, I hope one that will speak loudly with some of you reading this. If 
you're relatively new to photography, look back at your images and try to disengage your feelings for 
the subject matter. Then ask yourself if it's a good photo or merely one that is in focus with a shallow 
depth of field? Is the lighting all that you could hope for? Is the pose and expression strong? If in 
doubt, post them for critique on internet forums. Other photographers often see things you 
completely miss.



Never ask family or friends (unless they are a professional or good enthusiast), as you'll almost 
always receive praise. It's a double edged sword. At first you will feel disappointed and maybe even 
like you want to quit but ultimately it can spur you on to creating significantly improved photographs
that genuinely are worthy of acclaim. Let your crummy captures be a stepping stone upon your path 
to better and better images and feel the excitement and joy that comes from doing so.

-  E n d  -



A BAD WORKMAN ALWAYS BLAMES HIS
TOOLS -  AND BUYS NEW ONES

This is true of any professional that requires an external piece of hardware in order to perform their 
job. It is especially relevant to photography. As photographers we have more gadgets and gizmos 
than most professions can shake a stick at and it's also easy to blame the gear - or lack thereof when 
things go wrong, instead of being honest with ourselves. 

Lets face it, photography is bloody hard when you start out. It gets easier but its always a challenge - 
which is good. It keeps you interested. There are so many things to learn technically before you even 
touch upon the artistic side of things and with so many genres, photographic and post processing 
styles, at times it can feel never ending and completely overwhelming. 

Amateurs tend to look at what enthusiasts and professionals are producing and straight away point at 
the gear they are using. "Ah, that's taken with a Hasselblad - no wonder the photos are so damn 
good" or "I'm only using an entry level DSLR with a kit lens, the pros use full frame sensor cameras 
and wide aperture glass, that's the reason why my photos are crummy in comparison." Of course this 
is like saying your cooking sucks because you use cheap £20 set of saucepans whereas a chef uses 
better quality ones. 

Unless guided otherwise, many beginners seek to remedy their inferior photos with the acquisition of 
a new lens. Shortly followed by a second. With image results still lacking, clearly something else is 
required and so a flashgun is next on the list. Then some light modifiers to alter that flashgun. But 
wait, flash looks better off the camera? What the hell? Better get some wireless triggers and light 
stands. Wow you can fit even bigger modifiers on those. I'd better get some. 

What about a tripod? Still not liking these photos. Seen another pro using a different lens, might give 
one of those a whirl. Maybe some filters to go on the lens. Oh, how about reflectors. And on and on 
and on it goes. Before too long it becomes obsessive. Photography is no longer about taking photos 
but a quest to purchase every single bit of gear you are ever possibly going to need to cover every 
eventuality. It can only make your photography better! 

The truth of the matter is that being completely familiar with your camera, understanding light and 
some basic rules of composition is far more important than any piece of equipment you can buy. 
Learning the craft is the most valuable tool you can possess. You can solve a great deal of lighting 
and aesthetic problems right off the bat, purely with observation and knowledge. Equipment only 
makes things easier, quicker and helps you achieve different looks but, without knowing what you're 
doing with it they're essentially of no real benefit.



Think of it this way. You could buy a new car. Add a sports body kit to it. Lower the suspension. 
Upgrade the stereo system. Get some 19" alloys and low profile tyres. Respray it in pearlescent paint 
with a go faster stripe down the sides. Throw on a turbo and have the piston heads polished. Jazz up 
the exhaust system for a real throaty sound. It looks like something off Too Fast, Too Furious 10 (are 
they at 10 yet? I lost count) Awesome! Look at that bad-ass car!! Yeah, until you come to the 
realization you can't drive!!!

At some point or another, virtually every fledgling photographer has been in this scenario. I myself 
have been there and admit I still have to resist temptation. I only purchase equipment if it's truly 
needed or I recognize the limitations placed upon me by existing stuff. That's when you upgrade. If 
you're asked "why do you need to upgrade your equipment" and you can't give a logical and honest 
explanation, then its not time.

Unfortunately for some, it remains all about the gear for them and they blame the lack of decent 
photographs upon it. Why? Because its easy to do. Externalizing our frustrations rather than looking 
at our own shortcomings is an unfortunate human trait, for the majority at least. At some point 
though, those people get so irritated and fed up with buying equipment and getting the same results, 
that they just give up entirely and sell off everything. "Photography just isn't for them", even though 
they never really did anything other than purchase a camera and equipment and played around with 
it. The remainder will come to the realization - they are responsible for their photography and 
everything else is just a tool. The eureka moment.

So if you can identify yourself in any of the above, take heart. You're not alone. The question is 
though, do you have the fortitude to do something about it and actually wade through the technical 
jargon, educate yourself on the properties of light and the inverse square law and basics of 
composition. If yes, I wish you the best of success and enjoyment in photography. If not, good luck 
with your eBay auction. You never know, I might put in a bid!

-  E n d  -



STANDING UPON THE SHOULDERS OF
GIANTS

Some time ago I watched a six-part BBC documentary series that is now 3 decades old. It was called 
"Masters Of Photography". Each episode featured one of the greatest and historically important 
photographers that ever lived.

• Andreas Feininger
• Alfred Eisenstaedt
• Ansel Adams
• Andre Keresz
• Bill Brandt
• Jacques-Henri Lartigue

It was fascinating to learn of their journeys into photography. They all had their own unique style and
approach to their work. One common theme I noticed from these masters though was that they "saw 
the shot" before they even raised the camera to their eye. Each knew exactly the photograph they 
wanted to capture. They had seen in their mind's eye the scene, its subject and the story to be 
communicated.

This ability resulted in some of the most significant and iconic photographs, documenting society and
humanity on all levels. It is also the attribute that made these men true artisans. They knew their craft 
and understood how to properly use the tool they had in their hands as they ventured out into the 
world and captured some truly incredible images.

This key ingredient. This foresight, is what is missing from 99.99% of all the millions of photographs
that are published on the Internet daily and why so few photographers make it to the top. Emphasis 
today is more towards the camera than the person behind it. We invest too much trust into our 
equipment to deliver great photographs, when the truth of the matter is, its simply a tool. A means of 
recording. A dictaphone for the eyes.

The first hurdle amateurs overcome is the mechanics of photography. Understanding the exposure 
triangle and learning how to use the camera efficiently and effectively. Next comes composition, 
which for most consists of the rule of thirds, leading lines and avoiding distracting elements in 
backgrounds. For many, this is the end of the story. For others it is just a solid foundation to build 
upon. They introduce artistry, juxtaposition, irony and meaning into their work and seek to use 
photography as a means of communication between themselves and the viewer.



These photographers will see something in their surroundings and instantly recognize it as an element
awaiting the human interaction. Henri-Cartier Bresson was a prime example of this. Perhaps the 
grandfather of street photography, he would sit in wait to ambush an unwitting soul to enter the scene
and take a photograph. That photograph was already clearly visible in his mind. He'd use the camera 
to re-create it. Everyday we walk past hundreds, perhaps thousands of fantastic photographic 
opportunities. They go begging because of our inability to see them. We look, often in vain, desperate
to see the shot and we fall short. But why?

It's because we are all wired differently. We're drawn to different things. Think back to when you 
were at school. Some of your classmates had a natural affinity with numbers. Others were 
bookworms and proficient wordsmiths that could rattle off essays with ease. Some were always 
getting a "see me" in red ink on their maths and English homework but give them a pencil and paper 
and they'd draw great sketches all day long. Of course there was always one smart ass that was good 
at all three and we'd experience a bit of schadenfreude seeing the school bully beat them up for it. For
all those that used to get the the red ink, I've linked to the dictionary definition of that word.

It's because of our inherent proclivities that some people seem to excel at photography with relative 
ease. They can look at something and see it in an abstract way, that the vast majority cannot. The 
irony, the juxtaposition, the leading lines and patternation. These are the trailblazers. The ones that 
walk the path less travelled, breaking boundaries that the rest of us are forced to mimic. I find Jeremy
Cowart to be a great example of this. He came to photography from an art and graphic design 
background. In 2005 he decided to pursue photography and in a very short space of time rose from 
obscurity to become an internationally renowned photographer. Without a doubt, that success pisses 
off those who've been at it for years and gotten nowhere. He seems to see things that most people just
wouldn't. Getting a model standing in an empty swimming pool to imitate the shape of the palm tree 
behind her, etc.

This may sound depressing to some of you but all is not lost. While things come naturally to certain 
people, it doesn't mean we cannot achieve the same. It just means we have to work harder at it and be
more conscious and observant of our surroundings. Above all we need to think and be more 
imaginative than we currently are. Train our eyes to recognize the things that are more readily 
apparent to others. Train our brains to imagine those things but in a different light both figuratively 
and literally. See them as an element that needs other ingredients to make a great photo.

The way to go about this is to stand upon the shoulders of those who have come before us and learn 
from them. Apply their techniques and their ethos to our own photography. What drew them to their 
subject matter? What was going through their mind? What were they looking for? It is this that so 
many of us are lacking in our work. As alluded to earlier, we seem to think the camera is some magic 
box that is solely responsible for the photograph.

 

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/schadenfreude


I think that the camera manufacturers and our consumer society is largely to blame for this. Because 
of the science of marketing and the impressive technologies cameras are imbued with, it's easy for 
too much emphasis to be placed upon them. It's when we appreciate the limitations of the camera and
view it simply as a tool, that we reclaim the responsibility for ourselves to make a good photograph. 
The camera merely takes it. 

If you feel that despite technically perfect images, your photographs have something lacking or all 
that's ever produced are sharp snapshots, it's because of a lack of imagination. You hire a beautiful 
model to shoot in the studio but the photographs don't leap off the screen at you, or that stunning 
landscape just seems dull and lifeless, it's because of a lack of vision to apply some artistic slant. 
Envision the girl. The expression you want in her face. The position of her body. The light hitting her 
in all the right places creating the shadows and highlight you want. See that ocean vista with the Sun 
setting against an angry sky, waves crashing against the rocks. The motion of the water captured to 
perfection, conveying the motion and energy. See the one way sign and the person walking the 
opposite direction. Identify the juxtapositions, the homeless guy begging underneath the bank advert;
the human condition.

It's when you develop these abilities and hone them, that you truly see the world around you. We are 
so used to walking around in a trance-like state. Heads down, buried in our smart-phones, looking at 
the floor to avoid eye contact with strangers or just lost in our own little world dealing with the day's 
angst. We've become so detached from our environment and from one another that we're ignorant of 
what is going on around us. In doing so, we walk past thousands of photographic opportunities and 
miss imagining the possibilities, as trivialities and stresses cloud our vision.

So take heed of those who have come before you. Take on board their teachings and grow. Observe 
the world around you. Imagine the possibilities and then create. Blaze your own trail.

-  E n d  -



A BEGINNER'S GUIDE TO LENS FILTERS

Lens filters date from the days of film when personal computers and digital editing software hadn't 
even been conceived of. Back then, things had to done right in camera. If you wanted a warmer 
photo, you added a yellow filter. If you wanted more punch to your black and white photographs, a 
red filter was placed over the front. They pretty much came in any colour imaginable. Today 
photographers tend not to bother with such things, primarily because the vast majority are using 
DSLRs and any warming, cooling or colouration can be done at the click of a button in post 
processing. In short, they're a waste of money.

However, even in the digital age we still can make use of some of these basic technologies because 
either their effects cannot be recreated in post, or they simply save us a lot of time by getting it right 
in camera. The filters I'm referring to are circular polarizers (CPL), neutral density filters (ND), 
ultraviolet filters (UV) and star filters. They come in two formats, either screw in to a particular 
thread size, or square filters systems like Cokin P, Lee, Hitech and Kood, that drop into a mount that 
attaches to the lens. 

I will start with the latter first as they require the least explanation. In essence, UV filters are fitted to 
the front of a lens to protect the front element from scratches and accidental knocks. They used to be 
employed to filter out UV light below certain wavelengths (commonly 370nm and 390nm) but 
Digital SLR cameras are highly insensitive to ultraviolet light and so fitting one serves little purpose 
other than scratch protection in the grand scheme of things.

The downside to fitting them to a lens is that they can lower the image quality, particularly if a cheap 
brand is used. They can introduce flare as well. Personally I don't bother with them on my lenses. 
Why spend hundreds, even thousands of pounds on a lens because of its sharpness and flare 
resistance in the form of nano crystal coatings, only to have that diminished by some crappy glass 
stuck to the front? It makes no sense to me!

I do, however, have UV filter fitted to all my lenses. "Hypocrite!" I hear you scream. Nope, I'm not, 
as none of the filters actually have the UV glass in it. "Why?" you might well ask. Well, it serves to 
keep the lens cap further away from the front element. If any grit was to get caught on the reverse of 
it, I wouldn't damage the coating on the lens. It's a neat trick and one I highly recommend. Either that
or purchase the generic petal lens hoods, which screw into the filter thread and keep the cap even 
further away from the front element.

It would be remiss of me should I fail to mention that a scratch on your front element in all likelihood
will do bugger all to impact image quality. The element you should be most concerned with is the 
rear one. Any dust, scratches or fungus upon that will be picked up by the sensor due to the 
proximity. On the front, it won't make any discernible difference. Keeping your front element 
scratch-free is more about resale value than anything else. 



Although I too like my babies to have pristine glass (yes I love my lenses), if I see a decent optic on 
sale with a mark on the front element, it doesn't put me off - provided I can get it for a decent price. 
It's entirely up to you, though whether you use them or not and is more about your own peace of 
mind than anything else.

Next up are Circular Polarizers. Don't confuse these with the older linear polarizers. Those are for old
film cameras and won't work properly on today's DSLRs - that's the reason why it was so cheap and 
no one else on eBay had bid!

CPLs are quite ingenious creations and allow you to capture things that you otherwise wouldn't be 
able to do - at least not without hours of messing about in editing software or some compositing. CPL
filters block out light in a particular direction of polarization. The effect of this is that reflections are 
removed from things like windows, car paintwork and water. Now you know how they captured all 
the rocks and pebbles under the water in the those mountain lake photos! It won't work on metallic 
objects, so be aware. It doesn't end there though. A CPL will also saturate colours more, making your 
skies bluer and everything else richer by removing reflections. They're very handy things to own and 
have the ability to transform the look of a photo.

Last up are the neutral density filters. They're essentially light reducers and come in various densities,
usually ranging from ND2 to ND10. The purpose of ND filters is to enable you to use longer shutter 
speeds due to the reduced light levels. This is what gives you the milky water photos. It also is useful 
for architectural photography by eliminating people from the scene. As long as nobody remains static
in the image for an extended period, they will be ghosted into invisibility as they walk through the 
frame. The only exception to this is if someone is carrying a light source bright enough to be 
recorded onto the sensor. An example of this is street photographs where the cars are invisible but the
head and tail lights appear as white and red strokes across the photograph.

The other purpose of the ND filter is to enable you to use a wider aperture than would be possible 
without one. Imagine this scenario. You want to do a portrait of someone but just isolate the eyes and 
want to opt to use the lens wide open at f/1.4 on your 85mm. However, the scene was so bright that 
even at 1/8000 sec, ISO 100 your images were over exposed. Without the filter your only other 
option to get correct exposure would be to use a smaller aperture, like f/2.8, f/4, etc. You can also get 
variable ND filters that you rotate to control the amount of light that is cut out. Good quality ones of 
these can be very expensive but, they are very useful - particularly for videography where the shutter 
speed cannot be altered and changing aperture will affect the depth of field and change the look of 
the scene.



ND filters come in another variety too. Graduated ND filters (sometimes called ND Grads) are ND 
filters that fade from dark to transparent, either softly or abruptly. They come in different strengths 
like the standard ND filters to control the amount of ambient light. The purpose of ND Grads is 
primarily for landscape or seascape photographs. By placing the darkened part of the filter against the
bright sky or evening sunset, a photographer can balance the exposure of the two in camera. The only
away around this without one would be to bracket the photograph (taking two or more photos at 
different exposures - one for the foreground, one for the sky) and combine them later in post 
production. This can be time consuming and fiddly. It's much better to get it right in camera, than to 
spend hours messing about in software.

Finally, star filters are simply an effect filter that creates radiating shafts from a light source. You can 
achieve this effect by using very small apertures but, sometimes a small aperture is not desired. The 
star filter will produce these shafts by way of the etches on the glass filter. They generally range from
4 stars up to 16 and are more an aesthetic choice than serving any other real purpose. You could 
recreate these effects in post production but, again, its all time spent staring at the screen, which 
could have been created at the time of capture. If your Photoshopping skills aren't up to much, then 
use one of these filters instead.

That's pretty much it as far as filters go. They vary in price greatly from cheap and cheerful brands up
to the likes of Lee filters which are incredibly expensive but, generally are the choice of professionals
due to quality control standards and no colour cast. Those filters mentioned above are really the only 
ones you'll ever need if you shoot a DSLR. They can prove invaluable and be huge time savers too. 
They afford greater creative control and so should not be absent from your camera bag.

-  E n d -



THE BEST PHOTOGRAPHY TOOLS ARE
THE ONES YOU CANNOT BUY

There is certainly no shortage of equipment you can purchase for photography. The market is so 
heavily saturated with cameras, lenses, accessories and related items that it's hard to keep track of it 
all. Take a break from the photographic magazines and news sites for a few months and you almost 
feel out of touch.

While keeping abreast of the latest technologies certainly can't harm, it's very easy to be caught up in 
it. Camera manufacturers are in the business to make money. They need to sell you their gear and do 
so by making you feel your current camera just isn't up to standard anymore. While they don't say 
this directly, its the science of marketing that makes the latest product appear so much better and that 
everything coming before it is obsolete.

With this constant bombardment, people can quickly become gear obsessed. They just have to have 
the latest version of a lens, the newest camera body, etc, etc. Look how people are with the latest 
iPhones. They end up being fashion accessories and status symbols because ultimately the users often
don't end up doing anything different with the new phone than they did with the previous. Its just to 
say "Yeah baby, I have an iPhone 5!" For those who are a bit more savvy or have managed to resist 
temptation, they can see past this allure and concentrate on far more important tools. These of course 
are the ones you develop yourself and refine over time. Throughout my guides and articles you'll hear
me chime on about the camera being just a tool and secondary to the significance of the person using 
it. The same is no less true here. 

Of course, every photographer needs to know the basics of camera operation to capture an image 
correctly - or how they intend. Anyone starting out should focus their attention upon the camera, 
getting to know its features and how to change them. However, that is where the emphasis needs to 
end and the responsibility for the resulting images fall upon the photographer. We need to develop 
and grow our own tools which include :

•The ability to problem solve - If elements in the photograph are too bright, too dark, out of 
focus, unwanted in the scene or not creating the result we desire, we need to know how to 
correct these issues.
•The ability to see light - It may sound blatantly obvious but so often we end up just 
observing our subject matter and not how the light is interacting with them. What we see 
through the viewfinder frequently does not match what we see on the LCD screen. Its very 
easy to get hot-spots or lose details to shadow because of this.



•The ability to manipulate or adapt to light - This ties in with the ability to problem solve 
but also goes beyond it. If shooting outside with nothing other than the camera, we have no 
control over the sunlight or artificial sources like street lamps, etc. What we have to do is 
adapt to it by either finding shade, or position our subjects and ourselves correctly, depending 
on the time of day. If we have reflectors, screens and flashes at our disposal, then we and 
manipulate the Sun to our advantage.
•The ability to see the shot - Perhaps the hardest tool to develop is the ability to see the shot 
in our minds eye. Casting our eye across a scene and envisaging our subject in it, in certain 
attire, wardrobe, pose and lighting. Knowing exactly what you want before you raise the 
camera to your eye. You may be somewhere at noon but can imagine what it will be like at 
night time. Its all in the attention to details.
•The ability to introduce artistic flair - This can also be a difficult tool to develop. We all 
have creative potential but the challenge is in releasing and channeling of it. Often our self 
consciousness and confidence will limit us. We don't want to try certain things because people
are looking or we'd feel stupid doing something. 
•The ability to interact with our subject and the world around us - Again this comes down
to confidence and interpersonal skills. If you have an inexperienced model or just regular Joe 
Public, they don't know how to pose. Often they either stand there with an awkward smile or 
like a deer caught in headlights. Being able to give clear instructions, relax your subject and 
coax an expression from them is often more important in a portrait than anything else.

whether you have a somewhat antiquated Nikon D40 with a kit lens or a brand spanking new D4 with
a 70-200 f/2.8 in your hand - they will essentially take the same picture. A £6000 camera and lens 
combo will not make an iota of difference in the above. Not one. Its as capable of taking a crappy 
photo as the former. The only thing that can make a difference is you, the user. If you're currently 
thinking you need to spend more money on your gear because you feel its limiting you, be honest 
with yourself and look clinically at your work. Are there exposure issues? Is the lighting lackluster? 
Is the pose and expression bland or disingenuous? Is the background distracting? If the answer to any
of the above is "yes"- be aware that spending money on more expensive gear will not solve them.

- E n d  -



O.C.D. FOR D.O.F. - THE BEGINNER'S FOLLY

Lets face it. A sharp photograph with a shallow depth of field often has wow factor to many people. 
This can be regardless of whether or not it's actually a good photo. The layperson who is not used to 
such effects on their point-and-shoot camera or cellphone immediately associates these two attributes
as being solely responsible in making a great image. Of course, those of us who've been at it for a 
while know different.

The same bamboozling is true with newcomers to photography. After playing with their new toy for a
few months, the beginner develops the taste for something a bit more professional. This often 
manifests in the purchasing of the 50mm f/1.8 - and for good reason. Optically its great. Sharp, 
shallow depth of field, lovely bokeh. Its cheap, quick to focus. What more could you ask for in a 
lens? Unfortunately, therein lies the temptation to use it wide open - constantly. I mean, what's the 
point buying it otherwise, right? (yes I'm being facetious) 

While experimenting with a shallow depth of field is great to help you learn about the effects of 
aperture on both depth of field, sharpness and shutter speed, the amateur often feels the need to 
photograph the entire world in this manner. This obsession can often result in problems, such as 
overexposure or out of focus images. The first is caused on bright days where the camera's maximum
shutter speed still isn't fast enough to get correct exposure. The second is due to the depth of field 
being so shallow that focus lands on noses, shoulders, hair or ears, rendering eyes somewhat blurred.

In reality, unless you're shooting in very dark conditions and need to get a fast enough shutter speed 
to avoid motion blur, or are purposely trying to isolate the eyes or a certain feature of a subject, an 
extremely shallow depth of field just isn't needed. Often it makes faces fall out of focus too quickly 
and if your subject is a child that tends to move about a lot, you're probably going to end up with a 
fuzzy photo. 

I learned this lesson very early on myself. I cut my teeth photographing my nephews, who were all 
toddlers at the time. At that age, they never sit still for more than a few moments and even when they 
do park their bum on the floor, they always seem to be rocking or jiggling about in one way or 
another. Even on the APS-C sensor of the Nikon D90, f/1.8 was too shallow when trying to get 
critical focus. For this reason I never opted to use the lens below f/4.

Happily, this actually corresponded with the "sweet spot" of the lens in terms of optimal 
performance. My resulting images were razor sharp. The eye(s) were in focus and the backgrounds 
sufficiently blurred. I got much more "keepers" as a result. Even when I did try shooting with a wider
aperture and nailed focus, unless the camera was square on to the face, things just were too soft, at 
least for my tastes anyway. 



What beginners don't realize, is that achieving a blurry background is more to do with focal length 
and distance to subject (both camera and background), than it is the aperture. Use the 50mm wide 
open at f/1.8 filling the frame with your subject. Then get yourself a 200mm lens. Fill the frame the 
same and look what happens to the background. Its even more creamy and buttery at f/5.6 than the 
50mm is three and a third stops wider at f/1.8!

Below is an example of what a long focal length does to depth of field. The image was shot at 
210mm with an aperture of f/8. Even with such a moderate f-stop, the depth of field still falls off 
quickly. It's a very pleasing effect as the eyes, nose and mouth are all in focus but the image begins to
soften about 2cm behind the eye and falls into blur quickly beyond that. The background which was 
only about 2ft behind the subject was very soft.

 

The fact of the matter is that in nominal light conditions, fast aperture glass is frequently too shallow 
for a lot of practical applications. Just because a lens goes to f/2.8 or f/1.4 or even f/1.2, it doesn't 
mean you should always use it at that aperture. Approach each shot/shoot with both technical 
requirements and aesthetic ones in mind. Are you doing a couple's portrait? What depth of field are 
you going to require to get both subjects in focus? Do you want to isolate a model from the 
background or would an environment portrait make for a stronger image?



The moral of the story is to concentrate more on your subject and composition than being obsessed 
with the effect of shallow depth of field. At first it's a novelty but if you solely rely on that for the 
"wow factor" in our photographs, you're going to get a rude awakening at some point. Primarily a 
fast aperture is there to let in more light to get your shutter speed up to a sufficient level. The depth of
field is kind of a happy side effect.

While it has its applications, in many ways though it works against you. Its harder to nail focus and 
the lens is at its softest too. Personally, I'd recommend you use a lens more towards its sweet spot for 
best image quality but, more importantly for the task at hand. Cover your technical requirements. 
Apply your artistic slant and get your shot. If you're aim is separation between your subject from 
their surroundings aim to use a longer lens over a faster aperture. For people, the compression effects 
are much more flattering, you eliminate problem areas due to the narrower angle of view and the 
backgrounds become soft and creamy, much more so than a wide aperture 50mm lens. 

-  E n d  -



THE BLUNDERS OF BLACK AND WHITE

Despite the invention of colour film and digital cameras, monochrome photography has never lost its 
appeal over the centuries. I dare say it never will. Black & white photographs have a subtlety and 
unnatural appearance, often resulting in a timeless charm with dynamic visual impact. The absence of
any hues enables detail and texture to be emphasized in a manner that would look quite garish in a 
colour image.

For the amateur photographer, a black and white photograph is merely a de-saturated image. The 
same lack of forethought and experience that goes into taking the pictures is reflected in their post 
processing too. This usually involves opening up their RAW files in the editing software of choice 
and simply pulling the saturation slider to zero. Voila. Job done. Finito! The outcome, more often 
than not, is a drab, non-captivating collection of pixels, that lacks depth and definition. I'm not 
bashing beginners here, just pointing out the realities of photography and editing.

The problem is two fold. The first is quite obvious. The lack of colour information means that only 
grey tones remain. In order for our eyes to disseminate different areas of a photograph, we need 
contrast between them. In the below example you can see red and cyan blocks. The two are easily 
identifiable from each other with a clear dividing line. Note the green arrow on the saturation slider is
at 100%. The image after shows the exact same blocks with the saturation slider at 0%. As the colour 
information disappeared, so too did the definition between them. 



Although separate areas of a photo have completely different colours (the above two colour blocks 
are at 180 degrees from one another on the colour wheel), if their saturation and brightness are equal 
and only the hue differs, when we desaturate that, all that remains are equal grey tones. While this is 
highly unlikely to occur in a photograph, if the values of saturation and brightness do not differ from 
each other significantly we are left with a very flat histogram and a correspondingly bland image. 

The above example is very basic but, imagine that the background was all red and a sentence was 
written upon it in cyan, or any other colour with the same saturation and brightness values. The 
information is there when the hue is present, it's invisible once desaturation has occurred. 

To counteract this flatness, we need to increase the contrast. This can be achieved in numerous ways. 
If you're using Adobe Camera Raw, then the first step may be to raise the contrast slider. Other 
options include boosting the clarity slider, lowering shadows and blacks and lifting highlights and 
whites. The further we push the pixels away from the centre of the histogram towards black and 
white (or away from one another), the more contrast in the image and greater the visual impact. 
Inside Photoshop itself, this can be expanded upon and directed to specific areas of the image with 
the use of dodge and burn tools/techniques.

Comparing the two images below, you can clearly see what the effects of constricted tonality are on 
black and white photographs. The left hand picture has significantly less depth both in the face and 
separation with the background. The ambiance is also lost when the shadows and highlights aren't 
present. As a result, the right hand image has significantly more visual impact to the viewer. 

The second problem occurs at the time of capture. Specifically it's to do with light and it's 
positioning. Lets say you are taking a portrait of a model and illuminate them with the pop-up flash 
on the camera. The light from the flash is hitting them at 180 degrees and bouncing straight back 
towards the sensor. The light is regarded as flat. No shadows will be cast upon the face if they are 
looking directly at you, only the wall behind (that's if you even have one).

Now before I get a flood of emails, yes, you do see variations of "flat lighting" utilized in the world 
of fashion and beauty photography with the specific aim of reducing skin texture and blemishes. 
However, the light while parallel to the camera, is generally above the subject so that shadows are 
still present under the eyebrows, nose and chin (although frequently lifted with reflectors). 



The only exception is when ring flash is used to give a distinct look. Other than that, you will rarely 
see a professional portrait/fashion photographer using the pop-up flash. If you do it will be as a minor
fill or triggering off camera flashes using Nikon's Creative Lighting System (CLS)

In general, flat lighting is something to be avoided because it gives us the most humdrum lighting 
possible. Even in a colour photograph. When you desaturate the image, the lack of contrast in the 
skin is exacerbated further because, as with the previous diagram, once the hue information is gone, 
just a solid block of grey remains.

The solution is to get the light source off camera, so that you create highlights and shadows, which 
give your images depth. Whether you opt for window light, a lamp or strobe, it matters not. Just so 
long as you get that range or tones into the image, you will be able to get good monochrome images 
from your colour photographs.

If you're planning to do a black and white photographs before shooting has even commenced, make 
sure your lighting isn't flat to the subject. Ensure you introduce contrast by positioning your light at 
different angles and heights (see the lighting styles guide for examples). The resulting images will be 
much more dynamic and eye catching. If shooting outdoors on a grey day, you will have also flat 
light, as it's omnipresent. Overcome this by tunnel lighting your subject (place them in a doorway or 
under on the edge of a roofed/open walled structure) or introducing your own light with off camera 
flash.

-  E n d  -  
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