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It’s all about being able to visualize to see before you shoot…

Let’s start from the “end” with the HOW of photography.

In anything you do, there are rules for “how” so you can achieve the best results. 

With digital photography we are used to looking at the back of the camera and “BANG”, there is a picture. Whether good or bad, we really don’t know how it happened, but it’s on the back of the camera. 

In addition to my day job of professional photography, I teach my profession at the University of Mobile. I teach film. The best way to know how you get the results you see, is by writing down all the elements of the shot. Once you have waited for, and then received the prints, study them. Instant gratification from digital will tell you nothing by looking at the back of the camera. With film, we were all thrifty with our shots. We paid more attention to detail and shot what was needed, not fired the shutter like a machine gun hoping to get the right shot. 

There are four constants in a photograph. 

All four are the reason you get the picture and all four are related. Remember the number on the box of film? We still see it today, 100, 200, 400, or 800. Whether film or digital, the higher the ISO number, the less light is needed. Early morning or late evening may call for 800 ISO where at noon on a sunny day you want ISO 100. You must have the ISO or ASA set for the “film” speed on an old manual camera to have the in-camera meter tell you the results the camera “sees” as best. Digital cameras and more modern film cameras will set the ISO for you, or you may adjust the ISO in a digital camera. 

Shutter speed: 
How long was the film or sensor allowed to capture the light?

Aperture or f.Stop:
What was the volume of the light entering the lens?

Direction of Light:
Using the face of a clock, did the light come from over your shoulder at 6, 4, 2, noon, or from what direction?

Subject:
What was the subject? Too often the subject is lost in the image.

No matter the type of camera, keep a “palm pilot” with you at all times. No, not an electronic device, use a pocket spiral notebook. They are cheap and never lose memory.

You probably use some type of notebook to write your communications notes already. Any type of notebook will work.

I say any type of camera because you can find the information whether digital or film. Most digital cameras have the shutter speed, ISO and aperture embedded in the image. You can right click on the image in find the info in the properties. Many cameras allow you to see the information on a small screen or through a menu selection. Film cameras will either have dials on the old manual style, or newer automatic models will show the info in the viewfinder, and probably on a small screen by the shutter button.

If you make a habit of writing down the information and study your photos, you will learn quickly the vast difference in correct shooting. 

Notes on improving your photos using the first three reasons or elements of a photo:

Shutter Speed can be used to stop movement. In fast action situations, you may want to go with a faster shutter speed to avoid blurry images. Remember that your camera will have a speed at which flash will not sync with the shutter. If you shoot at too quick a shutter speed, part of the image may be black or under exposed. Shutter speeds are actually fractions. The higher the number, the faster the shutter speed and the less time light is allowed to enter the camera. One simple rule is that if you can photograph someone as they approach the camera straight on, they will blur less than if they are moving side to side. When you are trying to shoot something moving in a parallel direction, you need to “pan” the camera, or shoot as you are moving the camera side to side. This may blur the background, but will usually “stop” the subject.

Aperture or f.stop is also a fraction of light allowed inside the camera through the lens.  The larger the apparent number (e.g. f.22) the smaller the lens opening.  The smaller the opening, the longer the shutter needs to be open, and the more you will see in focus. If you want the subject to be the only “focused” element of the photograph, use a larger lens opening (e.g. f 5.6) and shorten the time the shutter is open. 

Direction of light is critical for a good modeling effect on the subject or scene. If the light is hitting the subject from directly over your shoulders or from a built in flash on the camera, the lighting will be “flat”. If light can come from over one shoulder, or 7 o’clock using the face of a clock to read direction, the light will cast shadows and give more shape to whatever you are photographing.

The Subject is the easiest for the photographer to know. Too often the viewer has no idea of the intent. Always try to make your subject the primary thing or person shown in a photo. If you are shooting a church building, try to leave out the parking lot, cemetery or fellowship hall. If a baptism in a river is the subject, you don’t need the whole watershed! Try shooting the person being submerged as their head is rising from the water with only the minister’s hand touching the head. The minister is important, but maybe the water, the hand, and the dripping head has more impact.

Comments?
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The Where and When of Photography

You’ve shot a great event, the story is written, the press is waiting and you can’t find the images. What did you do with them? Where are they?

I’m certain most of you are using digital but, if you are shooting film, have you ever sent the film in to be processed and it never came back? You got somebody’s birthday party in your envelope instead. How can you stop this from ever happening again? My simple solution is to use a dry erase board, or whatever is handy and print my name, date, email address and the assignment. Then I take a photo of the board before I start the job. If my lab sent my photographs and film to the wrong customer, the person who received them could email me or call the lab and the lost becomes the found. 

For the few of you who are using film, store the film in Printfile Archival pages with the name written on the top or side of the sheet. If you use contact sheets with your film, they can be archived in a binder by date and stored together.  

With digital we all download to our computers and have them “internally” saved to our hard drive. My workflow is very simple. When I finish an assignment I go straight to my computer and download the images to a file. The file is named by DATE and event. (e.g. 04122007_SpringConcert). This allows me to search by date or name if I can’t find the images. I also burn TWO DvD’s or CD’s. After they are verified on a separate computer, one disk goes with copies of the notes and finished article into the event file, the other goes in a “backup” file where I archive and store off site from my office. By having two copies in two locations, you can free up your disk space on the work computer while eliminating worry. I never suggest storing your photos only on your hard drive. HARD DRIVES FAIL!!! Put your “backup” disks in binders made for cd’s. Storing them by date keeps the year in order so you can check you appointment book if needed as a system for backtracking to locate missing files or images.

For anyone who has “lost” images from a memory card, File Rescue Plus is a great program for data recovery of images.

When????  When do we send the image to the publisher? Should we send a print or file? What kind of printer should we use? How long should the print last? When someone asks for a print at a later date, what should we do?

Every publisher has their own criteria for submission “deadlines”. Always ask if you can send the image with or ahead of the article. Do they require a print or can you email a file. I try to be consistent in “naming” my files so they are easy to identify. Once again, I use the date and the event as the file name. (e.g. 041222007_SpringConcert001) The file name is the same as the image with the numeric suffix of the image number. This allows the publisher to file my images by date of event. The image may also be searched by event. This is an easy solution to a problem. 

When printing digital files in house, use a printer with inks and paper designed to last. We all see great history in photographs that were created over 100 years ago because the chemicals and paper were “right”. Please don’t cheat the generations that follow us by using a false economy. My greatest fear with digital is storage and recovery. Disks fail, programs change, peripheral devices such as card readers, disk drives, and printers may not be able to read or interpret the disk you have today. A few of us remember 8mm movies, then Super8, then Beta video, then VHS, VHS-C,  Laser Disk, DvD, and the list goes on. No listed format is compatible with another, and many of the devices used to “play” the images are obsolete. PRINT for the future and print so the images will last. If many years later an image is requested from a disk or recording the image may be impossible to recover, but a print can be scanned or reproduced. Film is better than digital in one respect. When film is properly exposed, developed and stored, a print can be made because it is an optical image. 

When you identify a print, use a “Sharpie” Ultra fine marker. The ink will dry instantly and not smear or bleed through or onto another photo. Write GENTLY so you avoid scoring the image with the writing on the reverse of the photo. Ball point pens may bleed, transfer, and will fade. Unfortunately, pencil lead or graphite will not usually adhere to the resin coated back of the papers used today. 

Comments:
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Who, What???

The easiest part of photography is who and what. RIGHT!!!  How many of you take a photo with the best of intentions to showcase someone or something yet when the pictures come back you look at them and go What????
What are we doing wrong? Who were we trying to “showcase”? What was I thinking?

What are we doing wrong?  Think like you are shooting film. Be Stingy. Look for your subject. Try to see the subject from all angles and sides. Walk all the way around it. Look at the light. Is it the best view from a lighting perspective? Then look again if you have time and finally shoot!

In the real world we may not have time to do all of those things, but with practice…. 

Go out on your own time and work on your craft! 

Who???  While looking for your subject, zoom in. Crop close and cut out the extras. If you are covering the dedication of a new building, it is the only structure you should have in the photo. You may have more impact by showing the building from a different angle, part of the building, just the doors, a sign with the building in the background, think outside the box! If a person is the subject, the same rules apply. Jump in there! Choir directors or musicians may be best represented by showing the hands and instruments or robes while the faces out are of focus. A facial expression with a hand gesturing may have more impact than a ¾ view of a speaker behind a podium. Holiday meals for the disadvantaged may be shown using just the plate held by a hand in a tattered glove while a manicured hand is holding a ladle of food over the plate. 

NEVER show someone in a situation that could be embarrassing. ALWAYS attempt to have a model release on file for persons in posed photos. Photos of people in public situations or venues may qualify as “public domain” and not require a model release. 

No matter what the subject, it should be the only “thing” that strikes you see the photo.

Comments:
