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Brentôs Quick Bio 

 
Birthplace:  Redwood City, California 

Raised:  Gilroy, California 

High School:  Gilroy High School, class of 1978 

Resides:  Tulare, California 

College:  BS in Business - Brigham Young University 

Business:  American West Photography 

 

Website:  www.amwestphoto.com 

E-mail:  mailto:brentrpaull@hotmail.com 

 

First Published Article and Photos:   

bƻǾŜƳōŜǊΣ мфур ά¸ŜƭƭƻǿǎǘƻƴŜΥ .ƛƎ-ƎŀƳŜ ƘǳƴǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ /ŀƳŜǊŀέ  

Deseret News, Sunday Travel Section Cover Story 

11 Magazine Covers     28 Published Articles 

A thousand plus Publication and Sales Credits 

750+ Weddings     1300+ Family Clients     125 Corporate Clients 

Past and Present Organizations Include:  ASMP (American Society of Media Photographers), PPA (Professional 

Photographers of America), RMPPA (Rocky Mountain Professional Photographers Association), NANPA (North 

American Nature Photographers Association) 

Personal Note: 

ά.ŜƛƴƎ ŀ Ŧǳƭƭ-time photographer makes me one of the luckiest people in the world.  Ever since I picked 

up my first camera I have been fascinated by photography; fascinated by the discovery in wildlife, landscapes, 

and portraiture images of beauty and intelligence.  Photography is the creative expression of my life ς and 

teaching photography skills is a privilege and joy.   

LΩǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀōƭŜ ŀǘ ƻƴŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻǊ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ς and enjoyed them 

all.  I started out shooting wildlife but found that brides pay better than bears.  While I honed my portraiture 

skills I never stopped shooting nature, never stopped traveling to the many photo hotspots of the American 

²ŜǎǘΦ  ¸ŜƭƭƻǿǎǘƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ L ŀǊŜ ƻƭŘ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ǿƘƻ ǎŜŜ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜǎ ŀ ȅŜŀǊΦ  LΩǾŜ ƘǳƴƎ ƻǳǘ ƘŜƭƛŎƻǇǘŜǊǎ 

photographing wild horses for the Ute Indian Tribe of Utah and pack-trained into the Teton Wilderness of 

²ȅƻƳƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘ ƘǳƴǘƛƴƎ ŎŀƳǇǎ ŦƻǊ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƘǳƴǘƛƴƎ ƭƻŘƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘǳŘŜ ǊŀƴŎƘŜǎΦ  LǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ŀƴ ŀŘǾŜƴǘǳǊŜΦ 

I hope through these seminars that you will come to understand the adventure in photography the way I 

do.  Once your skills as a photographer are solid then you will have a creative medium at your fingertips for the 

rest of your life.  As you continue to shoot you will only become a better photographer, and the images you 

cǊŜŀǘŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǘƻ ȅƻǳΦ  DǊŜŀǘ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŀ ŘŜǎǘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ 

ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ōŜŀǳǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ŀƴŘ L ƘƻǇŜ ȅƻǳ ŜƴƧƻȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅΦέ  BRP  

Brent in Yellowstone 

http://www.amwestphoto.com/
mailto:brentrpaull@hotmail.com?subject=Seminar%20Notes%20Reply
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Choosing a Cam era  

 
 
 
 

Point -and -Shoot  
 

 
Canon PowerShot 

SD 4000 IS 

 

     Point-and-shoot 
cameras do give the 
photographer some 

basic creative controls, 
mostly by selecting dif-

ferent shooting modes 
with their distinct com-
binations of f -stops and 

shutter-speeds.   
     However, the most 
important creative con-

trols, such as changing 
lenses, use of selective 
focus, off-camera flash, 

use of polarizing filters, 
and auto bracketing are 
not possible. 

 
 

Digital is  Free  

 
     Back in the days of 
film you paid for every 

image, good or bad, 
with the purchase of 

film, processing, and 
printed proofs.  Many 
went right into the ga r-

bage can.  Once you 
have your digital cam-
era you are shooting 

for free, saving hun-
dreds, maybe thou-
sands (me!) of dollars 

per year. 
 
 

 

Choosing A Camera System 
 

     As your photographic skills increase and you get to the point where you are 

ready to buy a D-SLR camera so you have more creative options in your photogra-
phy ς buy into one of the two main camera systems, either Nikon or Canon.  Both 
make fine cameras and have full systems of equipment that you can grow into and 

not worry that ȅƻǳ ǿƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ǎƻƳe-
thing.  Other camera makers make good cameras, 
ōǳǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƻŦŦŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ broad line of lenses and 
accessories.  LǘΩs hard to move into wildlife photo-
graphy if your digital camera ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƻŦŦŜǊ 
long telephoto lenses.  It can be difficult to find a 
full range of macro (close-up) photography lenses 
or flashes if you shoot in a limited system. 
 

     Once in the Nikon or Canon families you can rest 
assured that they will continue to upgrade their 

systems, and that will always include backward compatibility to your digital camera 
body.  Both Nikon and Canon lenses and equipment will always perform better on 
Nikon and Camera bodies, while non-OEM lenses will not.  Buying into a camera 
system reduces future costs to you ς in terms of changing systems ς but also pro-
vides a stable source of cutting edge technology.    
 

Buying Camera Bodies, Lenses, and other equipment 

 

     This is where the rubber meets the road.  So many considerations are possible 
with a new camera purchase that they can confuse your judgment.  Simply put, buy 
the most advanced camera body you can afford today.  Period.  Should you buy a 
camera with a large megapixel sensor?  ς Yes, the more the better.  Will a high 
speed motordrive help? ς Yes, the higher FPS the better.  Are a huge variety of func-
tion controls through mind-boggling menu options important to have? ς Yes, 
ƎŜǘΩŜƳ ŀƭƭΦ  .ǳȅ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜŘ D-SLR camera body you can afford because it 
will make your journey into the world of digital photography a pleasure, and not a 
struggle. 
 
     In 2005 I sold my treasured Nikon F5 (Film) Camera body ($2200 when I pur-
chased it brand new) and bought the most sophisticated Nikon digital camera on 
the market ς the Nikon D2x for $5000.   Technology upgrades in the newer Nikon 
D3 have improved image quality at high ISO settings; functionality, better buffering 
capacity, a full size image sensor, and a multitude of firmware improvements make 
this camera a major step up over mine.  Did I have to rush out and buy it ς no.  The 

Nikon D3 
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Consumer Grade  

 

 
 

 
Professional Grade  

 

 

 

 
 

Definitions  

 
IF.  
Intern al Focus 

 
ED. 

Extra Low Dispersion 
Glass (Coated) 
 

DX.  
For digital cameras with 
a cropped APS-C sized 

sensor, canôt be used 
with a full -sized sensor. 

quality of my output has continued to improve as I have improved as a photograph-
er, but I will upgrade eventually. 
 
     [ƛƪŜ ǎƘƻǇǇƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŦƻƻŘΣ ȅƻǳ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ Ǉƭŀƴ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŘŜŎƛŘŜ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ŀŘŘ 
ŀ ƴŜǿ ƭŜƴǎ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ŀǊǎŜƴŀƭΦ  LŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘΣ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ a target for camera store salesmen 
who will try to entice you into products that may satisfy you momentarily, but fall 
short of what you truly need.  Salesmen want to sell you products where the store 
makes the maximum amount of money, and maybe their sales commissions in-
crease as well.  So here are a few considerations the next time you go equipment 
shopping, in a store or online. 
 
Consumer Grade versus Professional Grade 
 
     Why does a 24-70mm zoom lens (consumer grade) cost $300 and another  
24-70mm zoom (professional grade) cost $1300?  LǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ŀōƻǳǘ the glass.   
     Professional grade lenses have all glass elements, while many consumer grade 
lenses only have glass as the front and rear elements; the other elements are really 
plastic.  A typical lens can have as many as 8-12 elements that direct light and 
create focus onto the digital sensor.  9ǾŜǊ ƴƻǘƛŎŜ Ƙƻǿ ǎƻƳŜ ƭŜƴǎŜǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ 
they weigh anything?  
 
     Pro grade lenses have larger pieces of glass, thus allowing more light to reach the 
digital sensor.  Usually, this results in a minimum f-stop of F2.8 on most zoom 
lenses, and F4 on large telephoto lenses.  This large amount of light reaching the 
sensor has many positive effects, such as a brighter viewfinder and higher shutter-
speeds under any lighting conditions. 
 
     Another advantage of pro grade lenses is that they are engineered with better 
quality glassΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ bƛƪƻƴΩǎ 95 όŜȄǘǊŀ ƭƻǿ ŘƛǎǇŜǊǎƛƻƴύ ƎƭŀǎǎΣ and are multi-coated 
with materials that enhance their light gathering abilities.  These coatings absorb 
diffracted light, improve color and contrast, and reduce lens flare and ghosting. 

 
Nikon 500mm F4 ED Silent-Wave Motor Super Telephoto Lens 

  

Nikon 18 -55mm  
F3.5 -5.6  G ED II  

Zoom Lens $120  

Nikon 17 -55mm  
F2.8 G IF -ED 

Zoom Lens $1200  
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Lenses  

I n my Bag  
 
 

12 -24mm F4 G ED DX  
Super W ide Zoom  

 

24 -120mm F3.5 G ED 
VR Zoom Lens  

 

80 -200mm F2.8D ED  
Zoom Lens  

 

60mm F2.8 D ED  
1:1 Macro Lens  

 

105mm F2.8 D ED  
1:1 Macro Lens  

 

500mm F4 ED  
Super Telephoto Lens  

 

     Every lens I own I 
shoot, and shoot a lot.  
In the past I bought 

lenses or other pieces 
of equipment that I 
thought I needed , but 

they turned out to be 
seldom used ï and I 
sold them.  They are 

too heavy in my bag 
and too expensive to 
my budget to just have 

them sitting around 
collecting dust.   
 

     I apply the same 
rules to camera equip-

ment as I do to my 
clothes:  If I havenôt 
worn them in a year I 

donôt need them any-
more.  Sell them, do-
nate them, or throw 

them away. 

Functionality versus Price 
 
     5ƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƴǎ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ŎƻƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ a VR (Vibration Reduction - Nikon) or 
IS (Image Stabilization ς Canon) function?  How fast a lens do you need?  If you 
shoot primarily landscapes on a tripod, the VR/IS function is not as important.  Nev-
er buy the kit lenses that come packaged with a digital camera.  Buy the camera 
separately, and then buy the lenses that are right for you.   
 
     Do you want to take snapshots of the kids, shoot weddings and portraits, or 
create fine art photographs?  Do you want to stay an amateur, or do you have 
dreams of shooting for a living? 
 
     Photography is a journey, not a destination ς ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ buy your way to being a 
better photographer.  If you are reading my seminar notes then you want to be a 
better photographer, you want to improve your abilities ς so ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎǇŜƴŘ ƳƻƴŜȅ 
twice.  There is an old gardening saying that I heard in Utah ς άtƭŀƴǘ Ŝarly, plant of-
ǘŜƴΦέ  LŦ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǊǳǎƘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƭŜƴǎΣ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ŜƴŘ ǳǇ ōǳȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜƴǎ ǘǿƛŎŜΦ  ¸ŜǘΣ 
if you are restricted by money to buying less than professional grade lenses, save 
your money and wait.  Keep shooting with what you have until the time is right to 
upgrade your equipment correctly.  Only buy once. 
 
     Check out E-ōŀȅ ƻǊ /ǊŀƛƎΩǎ [ƛǎǘ ŦƻǊ ōŀǊƎŀƛƴǎΦ  /ŀƭƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŜŎƪ ŎŀƳŜǊŀ ǎǘƻǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 
sell used equipment.  Getting that new or used pro grade lens means never having 
to buy it again, never having to upgrade out of necessity.  When I moved into the 
Nikon system of cameras in 1994 (and sold all my Olympus equipment at a loss of 
several thousand dollars) I bought a new 80-нллƳƳ CнΦу !C 95 5 ƭŜƴǎΦ  LǘΩǎ ŀƴ ƻƭŘŜǊ 
model without a tripod collar ς but I still use it today.  My one caveat to buying used 
equipment is that if you get a good deal ς get the darn lens serviced by Nikon or 
Canon immediately after buying it. 
 
     How much lens can you afford?  !ǎ LΩǾŜ ǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ƻǳǘΣ the cost of a lens greatly in-
creases as the maximum F-stop of the lens increases, but so does the quality of your 
images.  New or used?  All these questions need to be answered before you start 
shopping.   Try and reach a consensus of opinions on the advice you receive.  Read 
reviews on equipment online ς just Google the lens you are interested in and read 
ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ȅƻǳ ŦƛƴŘΦ  5ƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǎŀƴŘ-bagged by a smooth salesman trying to 
ǎŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘΤ ōŜ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƭƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊΦ  ¦n-
less those salesmen are former professionals themselves, their opinions are mea-
ningless, or worse, misguided by sales quotas and commissions.  Your choice of 
lenses, while not permanent, will constrict you in the field as you try and make 
choices about the look and feel of an image. 
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Tripods, Flashes, and Accessories  

  
  
 
 
 

 
 

Bogen 496 RC2  
Quick Release Head  

 
 

 
 
 
 

  
 

Bogen Model 055  
Tripod Legs  

 
 

Tripods  
 
    A solid tripod is the most important accessory you can buy.  I use Bogen tripods 
but there are many good tripod makers, such as Gitzo on the market today.  Your 
tripod, with its legs extended and mounted to a quick-release head, should bring 
ǘƘŜ ŎŀƳŜǊŀ ǘƻ ƴŜŀǊ ȅƻǳǊ ŜȅŜ ƭŜǾŜƭΦ  5ƻƴΩǘ ōǳȅ ŀ ǎƘƻǊǘ ǘǊƛǇƻŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ȅƻǳ ōŜƴŘ 
over.  Shooting in an uncomfortable position will, as time goes by, force you to 

shoot fewer images and will even-
tually build up negative feelings 
about tripod use.  95% of my images 
are shot from a tripod.   
 
     There seems to be some 
groundswell by folks who own the 
newer, high ISO quality cameras ς to 
shooting hand-held, especially in bird 
photography.   LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ 
on photo safaris and had folks nearby 

hand-holding 500mm lenses.  They 
carry the big, heavy lenses on straps 

hanging from their shoulders or rest them on railings or on the ground when not 
shooting.  I think they feel they have an advantage to panning with birds and hand-
holding gives them greater freedom.  To be ƘƻƴŜǎǘ LΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǘǊƛŜŘ ƛǘΦ  L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ 
to wear myself out by carrying a heavy camera/lens in the field; I want to let a tri-
pod support it.  Also, even with the higher shutter-speeds available when using 
higher ISO (like 800 vs 200 ISO) settings, you add vibration and motion by hand-
holding.   
 
     Also, buy a tripod whose legs can angle out 90 degrees if necessary in uneven 
ǘŜǊǊŀƛƴΦ  5ƻƴΩǘ ōǳȅ ŀ ǘǊƛǇƻŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘǎ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ŎƻƭǳƳƴ 
ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻƴΩǘ ŀƭlow you to shoot low to the ground.  If you look at the photo 
of me above, you will notice I took a saw and cut off half 
the middle support just so I could get lower to the ground. 
 
     The most important part of the tripod is the head, and it should be bought sepa-
rately.  Buy a quick-release ball head for the tripod that can handle your largest 
lens.   L ǳǎŜ ŀ ƳŀǎǎƛǾŜ .ƻƎŜƴ ōŀƭƭ ƘŜŀŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƳŀŘŜ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜΣ ƳƻŘŜƭ ІолоуΣ ǘƻ 
mount my 500mm F4 lens and camera body to.  Ball heads can get quickly into ac-
tion and the single adjustment tightening lever, not multiple levers, is great in the 
field.  The larger the ball of the ball head the smoother your transitions, panning, 

With tripod and kneepads in Sidestep Canyon. 
Grand Staircase-Escalante Nat. Mon. (Utah) 

Bogen Quick  
Release Plates  
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Benro MA -98 EX  
68ò Monopod 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Wimberley  
Gimbal Head  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜΦ  L ŎŀƴΩǘ ǎŀȅ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƻ 
get into action quickly.  Being able to snap the lens or camera body onto a quick-
release head in a second or two is a light year jump forward from having to screw 
mount the camera body every time you want to use the tripod. 
 
     Again, the waste of time and inconvenience build up negative feelings.  The tri-
pod is the best friend you have in photography.   Buy enough quick-release plates 
for all your camera bodies and lenses that have a mounting bracket, and then buy a 
couple of extras for your photo vest and car. 
 
     Tripods take abuse.   
I have snapped legs in the 
field, bent them, dropped 
them, had the feet come off  
in subzero conditions (I 
screw them in now), sub-
merged them, broken ball 
head levers after dropping 
them, to name just a few 
abuses.   For me, they are an 
important and well used 
tool.  New tripods made of 
Carbon Fiber appeal to some 

folks due to their lighter 
weight, but the pound or two 
όŦƻǊ ƳŜύ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǿƻǊǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ƙǳn-
dreds of dollars of added expense.  I suppose for an avid hiker the advantages might 
well outweigh the additional costs. 
 
     Other kinds of systems are available, such as the Wimberley shown at left (on a 
Gitzo tripod), which is a type of gimbal head for tripods that is particularly useful 
with large telephoto lenses.  This system provides accessories such as flash brack-
ets, clamps, and other products that make the Wimberley a popular, though expen-
sive choice. 
 
     Monopods are used when either the weight of a tripod makes it difficult to bring, 
or space at the location you will be at will be minimal.  They are light, take up nearly 
no space, are less expensive than a tripod, and provide a modest amount of vibra-
tion reduction.  You see them used at sporting events where space is limited or the 
legs might be a danger, such as basketball arenas, tennis courts, football/baseball 
stadiums, etc. 
 
 
 
 

On a photo safari in Death Valley NP, Rich Berrett takes his 
tripod right to the ground for the right angle. 
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Nikon SB -800 Flash  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Str oboframe  adjustable   
Flash Bracket  

 
 
 
 
 

      
 

Ring Flash Adapter  

 
 
 

 
 

Flashes and Accessories 
 
     An attachable flash unit is a must-have piece of equipment.  Not only does it al-
low photographers to work in dim light, it can be used to enhance the use of natural 
light ςthrough fill flash and in macro photography applications.  Nearly all portrai-
ture, whether its bridals, seniors, weddings, or families, require the use of flashes.   
The great thing about flashes today is that they work seamlessly with the camera to 
provide perfectly exposed images and require very little, if any, input from the pho-
tographer. 
 
     A built-in flash just about guarantees red-eye in indoor locations, yet it can be 
essential in outdoor snapshots.  The flash is so close to the plane of the digital sen-
sor that reflected blood vessels from the back 
of the eye create redeye in a human subject.  
Some point-and-shoot cameras, as well as 
some attachable units, have a pre-flash pop of 
light to close down the iris before the flash 
fires, reducing some redeye effects. 
 
     There are other methods to control lighting 
we will talk about later, like using flash brack-
ets, reflectors, soft boxes, and studio lighting 
equipment.  There have been many times in 
my wildlife and nature photography when I 
needed a flash to either stop action, for fill-
flash, or to rebalance the color of the light.  It 
seems every important piece of equipment is 
expensive and these attachable flashes are no 
different, but like a tripod, they are necessary 

to improve the quality of your images. 
 
     A flash bracket is another important item, 
especially in flash portraiture.  The bracket moves the flash off the hot shoe and up 
to a mount above the camera.  On my Stroboframe bracket, shown at left, that arm 
holding the flash can be raised up or down.  Also, the camera can be easily flipped 
to vertical without changing the flash position. 
 
     By using the bracket the shadows created by the flash are cast down, and behind, 
the subject ς making them nearly invisible in the image and producing a better qual-
ity, more professional image.  A side benefit is that the flash is so high above the 
ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǎŜƴǎƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŘŜȅŜ ƛǎ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǊŀǊŜ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ǳǎŜ ŀ ŦƭŀǎƘ ōǊŀŎƪŜǘΣ ŀƴŘ LΩǾŜ 
tested that in a lot of dark reception halls. 
 
 
 

Outdoor Portrait Fill-Flash 
using a flash bracket. 
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Nikon Polarizing Filter  

 
 
 
 
 

  
 

Cokin Split ND  

Gelatin Filter  

 
 
 
 

3 Stop ND Filter  

 
A normal exposure of 

F16 at 1/30 sec 
would be changed to 

F16 at 1/4 sec. 

 
In practical term s this 
would allow for better 

motion in a waterfall or 
river image, or a more 
artistic image of wildlife 

or birds where you 
want to capture the 
blurred movement of 

legs or wings. 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

Filters 
 
     There are a couple of filters that are essential in nature photography.  The most 
important is a circular polarizing (POLA) filter.  Like sunglasses, a polarizing filter 
reduces glare from reflected light on shiny surfaces.  These include obvious surfaces 
like metal, glass, and water ς but also from foliage that is wet or reflective.  By 
reducing the glare on leaves the colors appear more saturated and vibrant.  The 
blue color of skies can be more saturated by using this filter.   Because the twin po-
larizing filters rotate (one is static, one spins) at the end of the lens, the effects can 
be gradually changed to produce the desired results.  This is a critical, must-have 
filter in landscape photography.  If you have ever seen a lake or river image with 
every rock underwater showing up perfectly ς you are seeing the results of a pola-
rizing filter.   
 
     Split Neutral Density (ND) filters vary in degree of intensity.  ND Filters are used 
to bring down the brightness in part of a scene in order to balance the exposure 
with another part of the scene.  The filter blends the area on the filter where the 
clear glass meets the darker glass ς ǘƘǳǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŦƛƭǘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άDǊa-
Řǳŀƭέ b5 ŦƛƭǘŜǊǎΦ  b5 CƛƭǘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƎǊŀȅ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ŎƻƭƻǊ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜΦ  L ǳǎe the Cokin 
System of ND filters which are gelatin filters that drop down into a holder, mounted 
on the front of the lens via a filter ring, and can be adjusted and rotated to create 
the best effect.   
 
     You can also get non-graduated ND filters that will bring down your shutter 
speeds in full daylight ς a valuable filter if you want to highlight motion, such as 
moving clouds or water in an image, or even a wheat field blowing in the wind.  
They come in whole stop intensities, like a 3, 4, or 5 stop filter that reduces the 
amount of light (and thus reduces the shutter-speed) by that number of f-stops in 
the entire image. 
 
Warning about Haze / Skylight / UV or other similar Filters 
 
     aŀȅōŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǇŜǘ ǇŜŜǾŜ ƻŦ ƳƛƴŜΣ ōǳǘ LΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƎƛŎ ŦƻǊ using 
haze/skylight/UV of other similar filters to protect the front elements of my lenses.  
Why put cheap glass in front of expensive, extra low dispersion (ED), multi-coated 
glass?  If lens makers had wanted a clear (or slightly tinted) piece of glass as the 
ŦǊƻƴǘ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōǳƛƭǘ ƛǘ ƛƴΚ  bƻ ƳŀǘǘŜǊΣ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ 
lens I use the lens shade built for that particular lens.    
 
     In more than 25 years of photography in the field LΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎŎǊŀǘŎƘŜŘ ŀ ŦǊƻƴǘ 
lens element; I just use the lens shade that came with the lens and re-attach the 
ƭŜƴǎ ŎƻǾŜǊ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ǳǎŜΦ  LŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƭŜƴǎ ǎƘŀŘŜ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ Ƨǳǎǘ DƻƻƎƭŜ 
your lens type and find a number of places to buy one. 
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Self -Timer  
 
The accessory that I 

use most is the built -in 
self-timer.  Instead of 
buying an expensive 

cable/electronic release 
use the self-timer first.  

My usual setting is two 
seconds, giving the 
camera enough time to 

settle down from vibr a-
tions on the tripod b e-
fore taking the image.  

 
 
 

        
 

Nikon MC -36  

Remote Cont rol  

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

           
 
 
 
 

Any slight benefit from a UV or Skylight filter can be easily duplicated on the com-
puter, in terms of haze reduction or warming.  !ƴŘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƛǘΩǎ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ ŘǳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ƳƛǘƛƎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƳŀƎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎŜΦ  ²ƘƛƭŜ 
some of these types of filters might be engineered to a higher quality, most are just 
normal ground glass that increases the amount of distortion reaching the digital 
ǎŜƴǎƻǊΦ  LŦ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƻŦ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Ŏƻǎǘ Ϸнл ƻǊ Ϸол ŘƻƭƭŀǊǎΦ  /ŀm-
era store salesman push filters on lens buyers usƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ȅƻǳǊ ƭŜƴǎέ ƭƻƎƛŎΣ 
which is, in fact, counter intuitive to image quality, but not when considering cam-
era store profit.  There are times when camera stores make more money on the fil-
ter than on the lens, because lenses have to have a competitive price to sell.   
 
Portable Hard Drive 
 
     Another important accessory I carry is an Epson P-series Portable Hard-drive unit    
These Epson units have large Gigabyte hard-drives that can download and clear 
your card in just a few minutes.  Right now I have 5 high capacity compact flash (CF) 
cards and when a moment happens (wolves or bears in Yellowstone) I can fill those 
cards in a very short period of time.  Being able to download the images and clear 
the cards in just a few minutes as I continue shooting is a great advantage.  No lap-
top computers necessary on a short trip. 
 

The Subway slot canyon in Zion National Park, Utah.   Exposure was with a Nikon D2x Cam-
era, 12-24mm Nikon Lens, F22 and 30 Seconds, ISO 100, Bogen Tripod, Polarizer. 
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Digital Camera Menus  
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

All Those Choices  

 
Menu settings are like 
ice cream, your prefe-

rence can change every 
time you go to the ice 
cream store. 

   
Some are important, 
such as the controls 

that handle exposure, 
ISO settings, and focus-

ing parameters ï but 
many are not, such as 
step-values for ISO and 

eV, how long the 
screens light up, or how 
files are saved to the 

CF or other media. 
 
Understand the controls 

on your camera, and 
how to manipulate their 
actions via the menu.  

Knowing how to flip the 
focus from single to 
servo-mode will make a 

huge difference in pho-
tographing birds or 
other moving subjects.   

 
Being able to quickly 

change to bracketing, 
or quickly adjust the 
autofocus grid from one 

spot to another could 
be the reason you cap-
ture a great image.  

 
 
 

 
 

     Many of the newest D-SLR cameras, and even Point-and-Shoot cameras, can 
have a dizzying array of options located in their menus.  The default settings for 
most of those options are probably fine, but many need to be tweaked so that the 
camera responds the way you need it to.  Before going through these settings I 
want to say that the best way to learn about your camera is to sit with the camera 
and manual and go page-by-page through it.  Examine the controls and what they 
are called and how to access them ς learn what they do and how they work towards 
creating an image.  Once you learn these things you are far ahead of most people ς 
who just point-and-shoot their images, pro D-SLR camera or not. These are common 
settings I use with my Nikon cameras: 
 
 

Camera Menu Item  Preferred Settings 

Camera Program Mode  Aperture Priority Mode 

Color Space  sRGB 

Image Quality  RAW, or Large/Fine JPG 

White Balance  Auto 

Auto ISO  Off 

Exposure Metering  Center-weighted 10mm 

Auto Focus Setting  Single Spot 

Exposure Comp Settings  ½ Stop Increments 

ISO Sensitivity Step Value  ½ Stop Increments 

Self-Timer  2 Seconds 

Flash Sync Speed  1/250 second 

Flash Shutter Speed  1/30 second (1/60 for handheld) 

Motor Drive Setting  Single Frame (higher for sports, wildlife) 

Screen Grid  On 

Focus Area Illumination  On 

ISO  200 (Initial Setting) 

Exposure Compensation  0 eV (Initial Setting) 

Image Review  10 Seconds or Off 

Rotate Tall  On 

Tone Compensation  Auto 

AF Activation  AF-On Buttons Only 

Auto Exp. Bracketing  (AEB)  Off 
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Be a Thinking  
Photographer  

 

While there are many 
menu options, there are 

only a couple that 
might need to be 
changed, depending on 

subject choice and 
shooting circumstances.   
 

Make a small cheat 
sheet of your selectable 
options and write down 

the conditions under 
which you might want 
change them, for ex-

ample:  when the light 
gets dim know how to 
increase the ISO set-

ting.   
 
Donôt have the menu 

setting on Auto ISO ï 
because then the cam-

era will change the ISO 
when you may not 
want it changed.  Learn 

how to change it when 
you need higher low 
light sensitivity , or low-

er ï either way, you 
make the choice. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

     There are no hard and fast rules for these settings; some of these options are not 
available in all cameras ς even within the Nikon system that I shoot.  Professional 
bodies and Consumer Grade bodies will have different options within the menu that 
usually reflect the cost of the camera; the more you pay the more options you have.   
If you finŘ ȅƻǳǊ ŎŀƳŜǊŀ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ way it should you can always reset all the 
menu selections to the default settings.    
 
Point-and-Shoot Cameras and their menus 
 
     Even PS Cameras (Point-and-Shoot) can have a dozen or more menu options and 
exposure modes to select from.   Read the manual and become familiar with the 
icon images that are used in shooting mode selection.  Probably the three most im-
portant exposure modes, ones that duplicate the aperture choices made in shooting 
a D-SLR, are the Sports Mode (high shutter-speeds to stop action), Landscape Mode 
(great depth-of-field), and Portrait Mode.   Being able to change between those 3 
exposure modes on a PS camera will improve your photography greatly.   
 

     Also, there is a big difference between 
a PS camera with a Digital Zoom and one 
with an Optical Zoom.  A digital zoom 
simply means the camera zooms in on the 
set image size of the digital sensor, crops 
it tighter (the zoom in effect), then ex-
pands that smaller image to the sensor 
image size ς usually resulting in a badly 
pixilated, poor quality photograph.  An 
optical zoom has glass elements that 

zoom in on your subject and create an original image at the set image size of the 
sensor, creating a much better photograph.   
 
     CƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ Ƴŀƴǳŀƭ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ t{ ŎŀƳŜǊŀǎ ŀǊŜ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŀl-
ternative.  These cameras are not just for beginners, many PS models have a video 
mode (some with HD video and sound), and very detailed exposure modes to take 
the guess work out of taking great images.  Many of these cameras exceed 10 me-
gapixels; they have image stabilization, large 3 inch LCD screens on the back make 
viewing images easy, optical zooms, high ISO settings, and rechargeable lithium-ion 
batteries. 
 
     t{ ŎŀƳŜǊŀǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ άƎǊŀōέ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊa-
phy when the D-SLR is packed away and unavailable.  They can be used to capture 
general area scenics that can later be used to plan photo safaris and other return 
trips.  They can be kept unobtrusively in a shirt pocket, purse, car glove box, or fan-
ny pack - and provide their owner with instant access to a good camera ς ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ƛǘΩǎ 
not a professional camera body. 

Nikon Coolpix P5100 PS Camera 
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Understanding Exposure  
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Here is an easy trick to 

visualize how a camera 
looks at exposure.  The 
bucket represents the 

correct exposure for 
any particular image as 
determined by the 

cameras light meter. 
 
Now, you can fill the 

bucket fast with a large 
f-stop (i.e. hose) or you 
can fill the bucket slow-

ly with a small f -stop, 
but once the bucket is 

full of light you have 
reached the correct 
exposure. 

 
Thus, by changing the 
f-stop you also directly 

affect the cameraôs se-
lected shutter-speed; 
two of photographyôs 

most powerful creative 
controls are right at 
your fingertips.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

     How does the camera reach a correct exposure?  What camera exposure mode 
should you use?  What are f-stops and shutter-speeds and how do they work 
together in creating an image?  How can you create a personal style in your 
photography?   
 
     The nuts and bolts of understanding how a camera works leads to a better, 
smarter photographer.  All the creative controls that Ansel Adams had in creating 
his landscape masterpieces are still with us today in the digital world of 
photography.   We control shutter speeds and f-stops, just like Ansel, but we have 
ƻƴŜ ǘƻƻƭ ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ς 
and that is a wide range 
of ISO settings to 
choose from.  In his day 
there were few choices 
in film speed, the film 
equivelent to our ISO 
settings. 
 
     Those creative 
controls give an image 
a certain look, feel, and 
emotion ς that when 
added to composition 
and craftsmanship ς 
give a photographer a 
sense of style.  !ƴǎŜƭΩǎ 
images stand out 
because of it.  But a 
sense of style is not just 
for the famous, or 
professional ς it can be 
something that 
energizes your 
photography, that gives 
your perspective on the 
world a fresh and 
unambigious power.  Your unique vision of the world is expressed through your 
photography ς understanding exposure is where you start to improve that vision 
and photography.  How the camera looks at light is the first step, followed by how  
shutter speeds and  
f-stops work together to create the image. 

California Poppies from a Tehachapi Wildflower Photo Safari. 
Nikon D2x body, 12-24mm Lens, ISO 100, F16 at 1/30 second. 
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18% Gray Cards  

 

This is an image of a 
typical gray card.  You 

can buy them in diffe r-
ent sizes, such as 4x5 
and 8x10.  If your ca m-

era is already trying to 
average every exposure 
to 18% gray, why 

would you need a gray 
card to give you an 
18% reading?  The an-

swer is simple; the light 
reflecting off the gray 

card is different from 
the light reflecting off 
the subject. 

   
While the card is 18% 
gray, usually your sub-

ject is not.  Itôs when 
there is a difference 
between the subject 

and the gray card that 
you need to make small  
exposure changes. 

 
These small changes 
can be made with the 

exposure compensation 
controls. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How the Camera looks at Light 
 
     All camera meters are programmed to look at reflected light the same way in or-
der to provide an optimal exposure value.  The international standard for camera 
meters is set at 18% gray (as it is reflected from a subject) ς which is half way be-
tween pure white and pure black.  You can measure the exposure with your cam-
era, an incident meter, a reflected light meter, a spot meter, or a gray card ς but 
they are all calibrated to give you an 18% gray reading ς ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŀƴ άaverageέ 
ƻǊ άmiddle-tonedέ ŜȄǇƻǎure reading.  
 
     What the camera does with this information is formulate an exposure value that 
can be expressed differently, depending upon the camera mode you are in.  In 
Aperture Priority mode (where you select the f-stop setting) the camera sets the 
shutter-speed; while in Shutter Priority mode (where you select the shutter-speed) 
the camera sets the f-stop.  In Program mode the camera sets both the shutter-
speed and f-stop settings. 
 

The 3 Factors of Exposure 

 
1 ς Aperture Settings and F-stops 
 
     The aperture setting (also called the F-stops) series is a geometric progression 
based on the size of diaphragm blades as they open and close within the camera 
lens.   This mechanical diaphragm, or aperture, is similar to the human eye.  The 
aperture setting controls the amount of light passing through the lens as it takes a 
photograph. 

 
 
     Each full F-stop in the progression either lets in twice as much light (F8 versus 
F11) or half as much light (F11 versus F8) as the next full F-stop.  The range of full  
F-stops in this chart begins at F22 (left) and ranges to F2.  Full stops are shown in 
the chart, above, and represent to F22, F16, F11, F8, F5.6, F4, F2.8, and F2. 
 
     On a D-SLR camera the f-stop can be changed by turning the main command dial 
and ǿŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŦƛƴŘŜǊ ƻǊ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƳŜǊŀΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ [/5 ǎŎǊŜŜƴΦ  hƴ 
a point-and-shoot (PS) camera you can manipulate the f-stop settings by changing 
ǘƘŜ ŎŀƳŜǊŀΩǎ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜ ƳƻŘŜΦ 
 
     The main creative function of the f-stop is to determine the depth-of-field (dof) 
in the image.  Small f-stops, like f16, provide great dof, while larger f-stops, like f4, 
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Why choose  

Aperture Priority 
Mode?  
 

This is the cameraôs 
most important pr o-
gram exposure mode 

and is the primary 
mode I shoot in.   By 

concentrating on learn-
ing this exposure mode 
you can make all the 

creative choices that 
you need instantly. 
 

If you need higher 
shutter-speeds or less 
depth-of-field you spin 

the command dial with 
your thumb in one d i-
rection to open the lens 

up to its maximum 
large f/stop, if you need 
slower shutter-speeds 

or greater depth -of-
field you spin the com-
mand dial with your 

thumb in the oth er 
direction to stop the 

lens down to more min-
imum F-stops. 
 

There are a million 
ways to take photos.  
Different exposure 

modes, different tr i-
pods, different theories 
about exposure and 

compensation, but one 
thing holds true ï great 
photographers develop 

their own system and 
style for shooting in the 
field. 

 
Keeping this simple 

allows you to get con-
sistent results quickly 
with a minima l amount 

of camera control 
manipulation. 
  

provide very little dof.  Why is this important?  Because controlling the dof via your 
f-stop selection also controls the look and feel of the image ς giving you creative 
ƛƴǇǳǘΦ  [ŜǘΩǎ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘǿƻ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ. 
 
     These two images are exactly 
the same - maple leaves in Zion 
Canyon.  The top image was 
shot at f4 ς resulting in limited 
dof, the results of which make 
the leaves stand out from the 
out-of-focus background.  This 
is also called selective focus.  By 
my choice of f-stop I am able to 
control how much of the image 
appears sharp, and how much 
appears soft.   
 

     The bottom image was shot 
at f16 and because that setting 
creates much more dof, the dis-
tant tree branches became evi-
dent and the image became 
ǾŜǊȅ άōǳǎȅέΦ  {ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǿŜ ƎŜǘ 
stuck thinking that everything 
outdoors demands to be sharp, 
and we choose small f-stops on 
a D-SLR or the Landscape Mode 
on a PS camera ς when we can 
improve the quality of the im-
age by thinking about how we 
want our image to look.  Since 
this is an image of the maple leaves I think the top image looks better, and draws 
our eyes to the shapes and colors much more quickly than the bottom image.  Is the 
bottom image ōŀŘΚ  bƻΣ ƛǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ƴƻǘ Ƴȅ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΦ 
 
     Our choice of f-stop will directly affect our image.  A small amount of dof in an 
image can add importance to the subject by softening the background and/or 
foreground.  ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎ άǎǘȅƭŜέ ƛƴ ǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǳǊŜ ς adding impact to the subject.  A 
nature or wildlife scene, such as the maple leaves, can also be shot as a portrait of 
the subject and benefit from that style of photography. 
 
     A large amount of dof can add importance to the entire scene and place the 
subject within the scene ς all having an equel amount of sharpness and clarity.  This 
ƛǎ ŀ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎ άǎǘȅƭŜέ ƛƴ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ς adding impact to the entire scene, 
but not one particular subject within it.  Thus, f-stop choices are important. 
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Photography  

is about Choice  
 

Many people just want 

simple photography.  
They arenôt trying to be 
the best photographer, 

just be a competent 
photographer. Camera 
makers know this and 

have tried to provide 
enough program modes 
for just about any situ a-

tion.   
 

  
 

In this example each 
symbol represents a 

different mode. 
 
M= Manual .  

You select both f-stop 
& shutter -speed. 
 

A=Aperture Priority . 
You select the f-stop. 
 

S=Shutter Priority . 
You select the shutter -
speed. 

 
P=Program  Mode . 
Camera selects both, 

but allows you some 
input. 
 

AUTO=Auto .  
The camera makes all 

exposure selections for 
you.  This is a Point-
and-Shoot setting. 

 
 
 

 
 

2 ς Shutter Speeds 
 
     The shutter-speed (SS) controls how long the shutter is open allowing light to 
pass through the Aperture (F-stop) to reach the film plane or digital sensor.  Similar 
to F-stops, each standard shutter-speed lets in either twice as much light, or half as 
much light as the settings around it.  For example, 1/30 second lets in twice as much 
light as 1/60 second, but only lets in half as much light as 1/15 second.  The scale of 
shutter-speeds typically reads something like this: 8 (seconds), 4, 2, 1 (second), 2 
(half a second), 4, 8, 15, 30, 60, 125, 250, 500, 1000, and 2000.  All the shutter-
speeds faster than 1 second are just fractions of a second.   When you see 125 in 
your meter you need to think that it is really 1/125th of a second. 
 
     If you are shooting in Aperture Priority (A for Nikon, Av for Canon) then when 
you select the f-stop the camera selects the corresponding shutter-speed.  The 
choice of small f-stops (like f22) leads to slow shutter-speeds, while large f-stops 
(like f4) lead to faster shutter-ǎǇŜŜŘǎΦ  Lƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜΩǎ 
shutter-speed is critical 
to the success of the 
image.  In both Sports 
and wildlife photogra-
phy shutter-speeds are 
critical to getting sharp 
images.  Thus, if you are 
shooting in Aperture 
Priority mode you 
would select the largest 
f-stops because their 
corresponding shutter-
speeds would be the 
highest possible. 
 
     This soccer image is 
the result of a very high 
shutter-speed.  Shoot-
ing my 500mm lens at 
f4 and ISO 200 resulted 
in a blazing shutter-speed of 1/2000 second, freezing the ball after it had been 
kicked.  If I had been shooting in Program Mode, where the camera sets both the  
f-stop and shutter-speed, the intermediate choices of the camera would have led to 
a blurry action image.  The shutter-speed difference in exposure modes makes the 
difference.  Shooting at f8 (in Program Mode) and f4 (I set in Aperture Priority 
Mode) would have been a 75% reduction in shutter-speed, from 1/2000 second (f4) 
to 1/500 second (f8).  That is enough of a difference to either be successful in get-
ting an acceptably sharp image or just deleting a blurry sports image. 
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Portrait I con .  
Camera selects f-stop & 

ss combinations for 
portrait images and a 
soft background. 

 
Mountain Icon .  
Landscape Mode selects 

small f-stops for greater 
dof. 

 
Flower Icon .   
Camera selects macro, 

close-up combinations. 
 
Sports Icon.    

Camera selects large  
f-stops to attain high 
shutter -speeds. 

 
Night Scene  Icon.  
Camera chooses slow 

ss in order to produce 
landscape images. 
 

Night Portrait Icon.  
The camera balances 
Exposure for the main 

subject and the back-
ground. 

 
 
All of these different  

exposure modes are 
meant to assist you in 
getting quality images.  

But in assisting you 
they take away your 
ability to think for you r-

self, to make you own 
decisions about how 
the image should look. 

 
Most professional pho-
tographers shoot in 

Aperture Priority Mode.  
They do this because 

they understand how f -
stops and shutter-
speeds work, and their 

input into the image 
exposure process is 
integral to the creation 

of the image. 

3 ς ISO Settings 
 
     Film speed or ISO Settings are a measurement of how sensitive to light the film 
or digital sensor is.  ISO simply refers to the International Standards Organization 
numbers for representing light sensitivity.  A setting of 100 ISO or lower is consi-
ŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ άŦƛƴŜ-ƎǊŀƛƴŜŘέ ƻǊ άǎƭƻǿέ ŦƻǊ ŦƛƭƳ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ digital 
ǎŜƴǎƻǊΦ  ! ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ плл L{h ƻǊ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ άŦŀǎǘέ ǘƻ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ ƛƴ ƭƻǿ 
light situations, either by film or sensor. 
 
     Slower settings lead to finer-grained images ς also larger image file sizes.  These 
types of settings work best with landscapes.  I typically shoot my Nikon D2x at an 
L{h ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ нлл ǳƴƭŜǎǎ LΩƳ ǎƘƻƻǘƛƴƎ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜǎ όL{h мллύ ƻǊ ƛƴ ƭƻǿ ƭƛƎƘǘ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ 
όL{h плл ǘƻ уллύΦ  !ǎ ǘƘŜ L{h ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ άƴƻƛǎŜέ ƻǊ άŀǊǘƛŦŀŎǘǎέ 
grows in the image ς and the ƛƳŀƎŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ άƎǊŀƛƴȅέΦ  !ƴ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŀǘ 
happens will come later.  The important thing to remember in digital photography is 
this setting can be changed anytime to reflect changing light conditions.   
 
     Never shoot at high ISO numbers if yoǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǎǎ ƻŦ  
image quality.  Some newer D-SLR cameras on the market have better technology 
for shooting at high ISO settings, where the effects of higher noise is greatly re-
ŘǳŎŜŘΣ ōǳǘ Ƴƻǎǘ Řƻ ƴƻǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƛƳŜ LΩǾŜ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ Ƴȅ L{h to 400 or higher is when 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
lighting conditions are poor, and even at the lenses largest f-stops my shutter-
ǎǇŜŜŘǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƻƻ ǎƭƻǿ ǘƻ ƎǳŀǊŀƴǘŜŜ ǎƘŀǊǇƴŜǎǎΤ ǘƘŜƴ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ƛƴŎƘ ǘƘŜ L{h ǳǇ ǳƴǘƛƭ 
an acceptable shutter-speed is reached.  In the image above, opening up my f-stop 
to its largest setting, f4, and raising the ISO to 800, still only left me with a shutter-
ǎǇŜŜŘ ƻŦ мκол ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ Ŧŀǎǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ǎǘƻǇ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΦ  I could 
barely see the sow and cubs in the near darkness, but the camera was attempting 
to make an acceptable image in this low light situation. 

Grizzly sow before Sunrise at ISO 800, notice the extreme color noise in the fur.  



 
 
 

 

 
Judging Exposure  

 
Can you look at a scene 
and judge the exposure 

in your head?  No, me 
neither.  We could 

guess and get close, 
but it is still just a 
guess.  So in most pho-

tography situations we 
have to trust our ca m-
era.   

 
The process of shoot-
ing, editing images, and 

processing those im-
ages teaches all of us 
photography.  As we 

learn we begin to get a 
sense of light, its inte n-
sity and its color ï and 

we start to see the end 
result of an image in 

our head before we 
shoot it.  
 

In the Barn Owl image 
I knew shutter -speed 
was the main exposure 

input, I spun my thumb 
on the command dial 
and opened the lens 

wide-open to F4. I 
didnôt bump the ISO in 
order not to bring in 

any additional noise, 
and I shot off a tripod.   
 

Iôm very practiced at 
panning with flying 

birds, and with the a u-
to-focus in Continuous 
Servo Mode, I knew my 

exposure choices would 
be sufficient for captur-
ing the image. 

 

 

     ¢ƘŜ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘ άōŀǎŜέ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜ ŦƻǊ any given image is an exact amount of light.  
That amount of light can be reached (F-stops, Apertures, ISO Setting) and manipu-
lated (by filters) in different ways, each with different results.  The beauty of digital 
photography is that the photographer caƴ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ άōŀǎŜέ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƛƴǘƻ ŀƴ ƛƳŀƎŜ 
editing program and improve the shadow detail, mid-tones, and highlights ς and 
produce an image in minutes that would be exasperatingly hard to produce with 
film by even the most gifted film lab technician.   

 
Noise 
 
     Noise in digital photography is about the signal-to-noise ratio, or SNR.  The high-
er the SNR (more light) the less noise appears in the image.  The lower the SNR (less 
light) the higher the level of noise in the image.  Since the higher ISO settings ampli-
fy low light, greater noise and artifacting is the result.  Also, areas that are underex-
posed, like shadows, will have even more noise because of the low SNR. 
 
     Cameras with a higher megapixel count, like D-{[wΩǎΣ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ƭŜǎǎ ƴƻƛǎŜ ǘƘŀƴ 
cameras with a lower pixel count, like PS cameras.  In addition, most PS cameras 
have smaller pixels, and this reduction in size to accommodate the size of the cam-
era can also affect the amount of noise in an image.  In the Photoshop for 
Photographers section I will discuss ways to reduce noise during image processing 
through photoshop filters and third party software. 

  

Barn Owl in Flight at Farmington Bay WMA, Utah.  Shot with a Nikon D2x, 500mm F4 lens, 
ISO 200, F4 at 1/1250 second.  F4 created limited dof and that helped separate the owl from 
the background, it also resulted in a high shutter-speed to stop the owl in flight. 
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JPG Histogram  

 
There are 256 levels of 
brightness in a typical 

8-bit jpg file.  The 
peaks or curves on a 
histogram represent 

the volume of t ones at 
specific brightness le-
vels. 

 
Gaps between the edge 
of the recorded light in 

the histogram and the 
scale of the histogram 
means there are no 

true blacks or whites in 
the image.  These gaps 

result in images that 
lack contrast and need 
adjustment in an image 

editing program, such 
as Adobeôs Photoshop. 
 

Clipping occurs when 
the recorded light ex-
tends beyond either 

edge of the histogram.  
Checking the histogram 
while shooting is a 

good way to adjust e x-
posure to improve the 
image. 

 
RAW Histogram  

 
There are 4096 levels 
of brightness in a typ i-

cal 12-bit RAW file.  We 
can all see that a RAW 
file would contain 

greater exposure in-
formation, and that 
much finer image 

processing could be 
done before reducing it 
to a 8-bit file and  

saving it as a JPG. 
 
 

 
 

Histograms 
 
     ̧ ƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻƎǊŀƳ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ ŎŀƳŜǊŀΩǎ [/5 ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ ǘƻ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ŀ ǇƘo-
tographΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻƎǊŀƳ ǘƻ ǘǿŜŀƪ ǘƘŜ exposure of the next shot in the field.  You can also 
review the histogram of a digital photograph in any image editing software program 
you might own ς ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άƭƛƎƘǘέ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ ōǳƴŘƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ 
your new digital camera.   
 
     Graphic software programs like Lightroom, Aperture, ŀƴŘ !ŘƻōŜΩǎ tƘƻǘƻǎƘƻǇ ǿƛƭƭ 
allow the photographer to manipulate all the aspects of a digital photograph ς the 
histogram, color balance, sharpness, contrast, etc. ς in order to fine-tune the image 
as the photographer originally envisioned it.  However, publishable quality images 
ŎƻƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ  ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƻƭŘ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΥ  άƎŀǊōŀƎŜ ƛƴΣ 
ƎŀǊōŀƎŜ ƻǳǘΦέ  ²ƘƛƭŜ ƛƳŀƎŜ ŜŘƛǘƛƴƎ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ Ŏŀƴ ǎŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎΣ ƛǘ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƳŀƎi-
cally repair poor photographs.  The empty histogram below shows where tones will 
fall in the Histogram box. 

 
     There are more levels of brightness to the right side of the histogram, the light 
side, than there are too the left, the dark side.  In a 12-bit RAW file there are 4096 
distinct levels of brightness, in a 8-bit JPG file there are 256 levels of brightness.  In a 
ƎƻƻŘ ƛƳŀƎŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻ άŎƭƛǇǇŜŘέ ƭƛƎƘǘǎ ƻǊ ŘŀǊƪǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƛǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
histogram scale.  Clipped highlights (right side) mean no colors are registered and 
that some highlights are completely washed out.   
 
     The histogram is a representation of the light values in an image.  The left side is 
pure black, or 0 ς while the right side is pure white, or 255.  The closer a histogram is 
to the edges, without going over and becoming clipped, the better the exposure of 
the image.  Images ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōƭŀŎƪǎ ƻǊ ǿƘƛǘŜǎΣ ƻǊ ƻƴƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƻƴŜ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ 
other, generally look flat and lack contrast.   An ideal image would show a represen-
tation of light that went from one edge to the other, without either side being 
clipped.  Checking the histogram will allow you to tweak a photo in order to improve 
ƛǘǎ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŎŀƳŜǊŀΩǎ ŎƻƳǇŜƴǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭǎ ŀƭƭƻǿ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ŀŘŘ ƻǊ ǎǳb-
ǘǊŀŎǘ ƭƛƎƘǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƳŜǊŀΩǎ ōŀǎŜ άму҈ ƎǊŀȅέ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜ ƛn order to better fill the his-
togram window.  We will talk more about this soon. 
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Control the  
Histogram  

 

When the image is dis-
played on the monitor 

on the back of the 
camera I can select to 
have the histogram 

superimposed over it. 
With my Nikon camera 
I just use the multi -

selector button to scroll 
through the photo  
information options 

until the Histogram is 
displayed. 
 

I donôt review the mon-
itor after every shot, 
but I will check it at the 

beginning of a set of 
shots that will all be 
similar. 

 
When an image has a 

large latitude of light it 
will be impossible for 
the sensor to get a 

ñgoodò histogram.  In 
these situations there 
are some useful tools.  

The most obvious and 
practical tools are a 
flash to brighten the 

subject or a split ND 
filter to darken selected 
parts of the subject.  

 
These tools can create 
detail in areas that are 

nearing their very dark 
or very light limits in 

the histogram, as refe-
renced in the diagram 
on page 20. 

     The histogram graphic can be found in many places.  The easiest way to see it is to 
select the histogram in the rear monitor window when an image is shown.  This is 
usuaƭƭȅ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŀōƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƳŜǊŀΩǎ ƳŜƴǳΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƛǎ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ƛƳŀƎŜ ŜŘƛǘƛƴƎ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ 
program.  It can be selected by going to View/Histogram.  In Photoshop the 
Histogram is available in the Light Levels dialog box ς it can be accessed by going to 
Image/Adjustments/Light Levels ς or hitting the shortcut keys ς Ctrl+L.   
 

      
 
     In this example histogram, the quantity of each level of brightness gives the graph 
its height, while the red circle indicates an area where there are no levels of bright-
ness.  This image would be considered slightly underexposed, thus appearing dark in 
the rear monitor of the camera.  Adding exposure, even just slightly ς like a 1/3 or 
1/2 stop ς would improve the exposure of this image.  Changing the exposure slightly 
to get a better histogram could be achieved in two ways: (1) you could go to the ex-
posure compensation controls and add light, (2) or you could bracket your exposures 
ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƻ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜ ōǊŀŎƪŜǘƛƴƎ ό!9.ύ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƳŜǊŀΩǎ 
menu.  In processing a RAW file, which gives the photographer full control over expo-
sure and brightness, this small gap can be rectified easily.  However, in processing a 
JPG file this gap can pose some difficulties if the histogram is stretched.  Posteriza-
tion, or banding, of the colors can occur in areas of smooth gradients, like a sky. 



22 | P a g e 
 

Exposure Compensation  
 

 

 
Definitions  

 
eV is shorthand for the 
exposure compensation 

value given to the  
exposure value of an 
image.   

 
Stop  is basic photo 
shorthand for a unit of 

light that e ither doubles 
the amount of light  or 

subtracts half the light 
from the exposure of 
an image.  We talked 

about f-stops on pg 15 
and this is a variation 
on the same theme. 

 
Adding 1 Stop of light 
means doubling the 

light reaching the cam-
era sensor.  Moving 
from f11 to f8 means 

doubling the amount of 
light reaching the cam-
era sensor.  Same idea. 

 
For example, if Iôm giv-

ing the exposure values 
for a photograph and 
you see +1 eV, then 

that means one stop of 
light (twice as much 
light) was added to th e 

base exposure of the 
image.   
 

If the image value was 
-1 eV, then a one stop 
of light would have 

been subtracted (50% 
less light) from the 
cameraôs base expo-

sure. 
 
 

     Cameras meters can be fooled by the subject before them.  Since they try to turn 
the world into 18% gray, what happens if the subject is darker or lighter than that? 
¢ƘŜ ŎŀƳŜǊŀΩǎ ƳŜǘŜǊ ŀŘŘǎ ƭƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŘŀǊƪ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎ όǘƻ ƭƛƎƘǘŜƴ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ му҈ ƎǊŀȅύ ŀƴŘ 
takes light away from bright subjects (to darken them to 18% gray).  As thinking pho-
ǘƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊǎ ƛǘΩǎ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǳǎ ǘƻ ŀǎǎƛǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƳŜǊŀΩǎ ƳŜǘŜǊ ōȅ ŀƭǘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜΦ  ²Ŝ Řƻ 
this by using the Exposure Compensation controls of the camera. 

 
      Somewhere near the top of your D-SLR camera is a small icon that 
looks like this graphic (left).  Hold the button down and by rotating 
ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘ ŘƛŀƭΣ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƳŜǊŀΩǎ ōŀǎŜ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜ ōȅ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ  
adding light (+ side) or subtracting light (- side).  Snow scenes become 

gray when photographed without compensation.  The camera sees all that reflected 
light off the white snow and attempts to darken the image to 18% gray ς when in re-
ality we want the snow white.  Thus, we need to add that light back (+ side) to return 
the snow to white, and not gray. 

     The purpose of the Exposure Compensation (eV) Controls is to allow you to alter 
the base exposure and get it closer to perfect.  With all the dark areas in this image, 
the camera would badly overexpose it without any compensation adjustments.  Even 
at -1 eV the lighter waterfall areas have spots of overexposure. 

Waterfalls in The Subway in Zion National Park.  Exposure was with a Nikon D2x body,  
24-120 F3.5 ED VR Lens, Bogen Tripod, ISO 100, F19 @ 9seconds,at  -1 eV. 
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Bracketi ng  
eV Changes  

 
From a base exposure 
of F4 @ 1/1000 second, 

here are the changes 
your camera would 
make in a 5 shot brack-

et that was set up to 
make .5 stop exposure 
changes to the shutter-

speed for each image. 
 
+1 eV   1/500 second  

+.5 eV     1/750 second  
0 eV      1/1000 second 
-.5 eV    1/1500 second 

-1 eV     1/2000 second 
 

In my cameraôs menu 
you have three differ-
ent bracketing options: 

exposure, flash, and 
white balance.  I s e-
lected exposure, then 

by holding down the 
BKT (bracket) button, I 
can turn the  command 

dial to select the num-
ber of shots, and the 
amount of bracketing 

for each shot, which in 
my case was .5 eV. 
 

In Canon cameras all 
bracketed images are 

taken when you push 
the shutter release 
once, but in Nikon you 

take each individual 
image with each push 
of the shutter release.  

 
Remember that the eV 
control does NOT work 

if you are shooting in 
Manual Mode ï then 
only the selected 

f-stop and shutter-
speed apply to the 
exposure. 

     LǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǿƘȅ Ŝ± ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅΦ  LΩǾŜ explained how 
the camera looks at light ς always trying to get the base exposure to a standard of 
18% gray.  In real terms you have to protect the lighter areas of an image from over-
ŜȄǇƻǎƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ōŜƛƴƎ άōǳǊƴŜŘ ƻǳǘέΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜ ŘŀǘŀΦ   
 
     This image of a 
hoodoo rock formation 
has areas that could burn 
out ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ 
protected by adjusting 
the eV controls.  I 
bracketed this image 
when I took it, and kept 
and processed the image 
of the 5 shot bracket that 
had the best exposure. 
 
     The five shot bracket 
was taken from a base 
setting of 0 eV with the 
brackets being ½ stops 
each.  So the first shot 
was +1 eV, then +.5eV, 
then 0eV, then -.5eV, and 
finally -1eV.  The first 
three were over-exposing 
the lighter rock areas, 
while the fourth ǿŀǎƴΩǘ, 
and the fifth bracketed 
images was too dark.  
Easy enough to delete the 
bad images and keep the 
good, digital photography 
is free once you have the 
camera and lenses. 
 
     Besides showing the histogram superimposed over the image, you can also select 
the over-exposure mode in the display and it will show you areas of an image that 
ŀǊŜ άōǳǊƴƛƴƎ ƻǳǘέΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǎƘƻǿn with a flashing dotted line around the areas of over-
ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ŦƭŀǎƘƛƴƎ ŘƻǘǘŜŘ ƭƛƴŜ ƛǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ άƳŀǊŎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴǘǎέ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴ 
be a great source of exposure information when you are trying to get a perfect 
exposure under difficult lighting or subject conditions.  These cameras are amazing, 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ άƳŀǊŎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴǘǎέ ŀǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ƻƴŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ 
photographer another tool in shooting precisely exposed images.   
 

Hoodoo formation in Sidestep Canyon, Grand Staircase NM, Utah.  
Nikon D2x, 12-24mm lens, ISO 100, F16 @ 1/160 s, -.5 eV 



 
eV Display  

 

 
This is what the eV 
scale looks like, and 

when you push the eV 
button on the camera 
body, it can usually be 

found in the top LCD 
window of the camera, 
and in the viewfinder.  

Itôs placed in the view-
finder because once 
you get to know where 

the button is, you can 
change the eV setting 
without taking your eye 

away from the view-
finder. 
 

 

Definitions  
 

Pixel.   
Picture Element 
 

RGB.   
Red,Green,Blue 

 
PSD. 
Photoshop file format 

that can have layers. 
 
TI F. 

An uncompressed file 
format. 
 

WB. 
White Balance 
 

VR. 
Vibration Reduction 
(Nikon) 

 
IS.  
Image Stabilization 

(Canon) 

Bracketing and High Dynamic Range (HDR) Imaging 
 
     Bracketing images is a method for guaranteeing that you come away from a com-
plex scene with as close to a perfect exposure as you can get.  Who knows if you will 
ever return, or ever see that particular scene again.   
 
     HDR is the process of bracketing high contrast images, then combining them into 
one image that records a greater range of tonal detail than any one image could. 
Software programs like Photoshop or Photomatix use tone mapping to process those 
multiple images into one image.  The final processed image is a combination of dif-
ferent parts of the bracketed images sewn together.  While interesting, the visual  
results are obvious due to the lack of highlights and shadows where you expect them 
to be.  However, in some situations, HDR is the only solution to creating the image 
you envision.  Articles and software programs on HDR photography are everywhere 
ǘƻŘŀȅ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ōȅ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ƎƻƻƎƭƛƴƎ άI5w tƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅέΦ 

 
     This demonstration image taken 
from the Photomatix website 
shows the combining of these 
three bracketed images into one 
image that has a much greater 
tonal value than any individual im-
age.   
 
     However, this process is not 
new.  Photo designers have long 
been combining images using a 
lengthy, time-consuming process 
of masking and layers.  The differ-
ence today is that new software 
programs do the masking for you, 
thus making a HDR available to 
everyone who wants to buy the 
software.  Current versions of  

Photoshop come with a HDR application as well.  Many people think that HDR will 
become an even more important part of digital photography ς maybe where cameras 
take multiple images and combine them automatically into one image ς all in-camera 
and with minimal photographer input. 
 
     No matter, technology advances only improve the ability of the photographer to 
create their vision of an image.  The photography industry began with coated plates, 
advanced to film, created a myriad of amazing film emulsions, created a remarkable 
number of lenses and accessories, moved to digital, created powerful software pro-
grams, added HD video to camera bodies, and will no doubt continue to adapt as 
technology moves forward in leaps and bounds. 
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Image Composition  
 
 

 
 

Common Guidelines  
 
Remember that rules 

are meant to be br o-
ken.  They serve only 

as a starting point to 
your artistic taste.  
Your subject is the 

most important ele-
ment in the image, not 
the rules you might be  

following, or not fo l-
lowing in the image.  
 

1)   Point of View 
(POV) 
is the tilt of your ca m-

era either up or down.  
Tilting your camera up 
in a landscape image 

adds emphasis to the 
sky, while lessening 
the impact of the fore-

ground.  Tilting down 
gives emphasis to the 

foreground and les-
sens the amount of 
sky.  POV is important 

because it accentuates 
the strongest part of 
the image. 

 
2)   Vertical Format or 
Horizontal Format.  It 

is a sin to waste pixels 
by shooting a horizon-
tal image (like 1 per-

son) that you know 
will be cropped to a 
vertical.  Turn your 

camera over and shoot 
it vertical in the first 

place.   

     Image composition is the holy grail of photography.  It is a never ending journey, 
an eternal goal, the proverbial needle in a haystack that photographers seek after ς 
and only find after much tribulation ς to only lose and begin the search again.  Every 
scene is different and every subject indefinable ς yet how we compose an image 
says a lot about us.  There are a few general rules, some basic guidelines, and a 
wealth of opinions ς but the reality is we all compose our images differently. 
 
     Composition can be strictly defined as the meaningful placement of your subject 
in the frame.  Composition makes a good photograph a great photograph; it can add 
emotion, three dimensionality, and impact to an otherwise flat, two dimensional  
ƛƳŀƎŜΦ  LǘΩǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜŘ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊǳƭŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ 
develop a style, a technique, and a flair that will identify their work as something  
independent and original.  Photography is art ς autonomous, liberated, and uncon-
strained by the ideas of others - yet, there are basic rules you can follow to help de-
velop that style.    
 
     These next few pages will discuss those compositional rules, guidelines, and opi-
nions ς but remember that we shoot for ourselves first, for what we like, and that 
the suggestions I make should only guide you to the final images. 
 
Choose a Subject 
 
     While this sounds simple, this rule is violated often with the results being images 
ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊΩǎ ǾƛǎƛƻƴΦ  ¸ƻǳǊ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ 
tangible: a person, an animal, a waterfall, a look, a flower within a field of flowers, a 
dramatic landscape view, a sunset - something, but NOT everything.  If you try to 
include everything your photographs will be flat and emotionless. 
 
     LŦ LΩƳ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘƛƴƎ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ Ƴȅ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘΦ  .ǳǘ Ƙƻǿ Řƻ L ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜƳΚ  .Ŝt-
ter yet, how do they see themselves?  What emotion do I want to include in the im-
ages?  Happy?  Introspective?  Intelligent?  Confidence?  Would they be more com-
fortable with props (probably) or should the image be a character shot ς where 
harsher lighting might reveal every wrinkle.  Do I want a touch of glamour?  Or ath-
leticism? 
 
     LŦ LΩƳ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘƛƴƎ ŀ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΣ ǿƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŎŜƴŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƳŜ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŜ 
energy?  Where is the power?  Is it a wide shot?  Tight shot?  Is it about color or are 
there design elements (motion, angles, lines, texture, etc.) I want to emphasize in 
my photograph?  Do I want a classic landscape or an environmental landscape?  
Stand back and look and thinkΥ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘΚ  ²Ƙŀǘ ǎǘǊƛƪŜǎ ȅƻǳ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǎǘΚ 
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3)   Using a tripod al-
lows you to frame your 
image then back away 

and look closer into 
the scene.  Is there a 
stronger composition?  

Instead of hand-
holding the camera 

and losing the framing 
as you pan around, a 
tripod and the steady 

camera help you con-
template the subject 
or scene before you. 

 
4)   Horizon lines 
should be kept 

straight.  There is a 
horizon line in every 
photograph.  Some-

times it is implied and 
out of sight, but it is 
always there and we 

mentally place a hori-
zon line in images 
where they donôt ap-

pear, like in people 
headshots.  The line 

across the eyes, the 
angle of the shoulders 
or hips, or the shoes; 

also background ele-
ments in portraits, 
such as a door frame, 

table, or a window can 
imply a horizon line.   
 

Balance is an integral 
part of landscape pho-
tography and a 

straight horizon line 
adds to that f eeling.  
You can turn on the 

grid in your viewfinder 
(for those with higher 

end cameras) or you 
can buy a bubble level 
that sits in the flash 

hotshoe to give you a 
visual representation 

of true .  
  

 

Consider the Direction and Quality of Light 
 
     All light is not created equal.  Backlighting creates a strong graphic that can make 
a weak subject stand out, while front lighting gives us all the nuances of texture and 
color.  Sidelighting not only adds contrast, but also adds a sense of dimension to the 
subject.  Here are some examples: 

  
     ¢Ƙƛǎ ŦǊƻƴǘƭƛǘ ŎƛǊŎŀ мутлΩǎ ōŀǊƴ ŀƭƻƴƎ aƻǊƳƻƴ wƻǿ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ WŀŎƪson Hole Valley in 
Wyoming gains from strong color and placement.  Not a great shot of either the 
barn or the Grand Tetons alone, these two sub-
jects work together to show a place that reflects 
a certain time and location in the American West. 
 
   This image of a Burrowing Owl, with its pose on 
an old fence post, would be a rather boring,  
distant image if the strong backlighting and set-
ǘƛƴƎ ǎǳƴ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘΦ  ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ 
succeed without the dramatic sunset light, it is 
certainly stronger with it.  I started out shooting 
this bird from the frontlit side, but gradually 
worked my way around behind it as the sun got 
lower and the sky filled with color.  I shot tighter 
images of just the owl, but have always favored 
this shot with the two fence posts and the setting 
sun in the middle.  I like it because of the offset 
owl yet the strong balance the image has. 
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5)   Choose the right 
lens for your subject.   
Wide angle lenses 

have greater apparent 
depth-of-field, while 
telephoto lenses com-

press distances and 
have less dof.  Donôt 

use an overly wide 
lens if you donôt need 
too, it leads to more 

cropping to get to the 
real image and the 
loss of lots of pixels in 

the process. 
 
6)   Cropping for affect 

is an important tool 
when itôs time to pre-
pare an image for use.  

No matter how well 
you shot your image, 
most of the time there 

is room to improve its 
composition through 
careful cropping.  

 
7)  There is one other 

factor in selecting a 
composition ï and that 
is how much of the 

image do you want 
sharp, and how much 
soft and out -of-focus?  

The entire image does 
not need to be sharp, 
and too much sharp-

ness can be distracting 
to the subject.  
 

Later on I will talk 
about Selective Focus, 
but for now just realize 

that all great images 
donôt have to have 

endless depth-of-field. 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
     The high POV of this image emphasizes the colorful sunset sky while lessening the 
strong impact of the heavily silhouetted mountains.  The horizon line is level and 
there is an obvious sense of balance with the silhouetted peaks.  In the sunrise corn-
field image (below) strong side-lighting really pops the texture of the corn stalks 
without producing overly dark shadows.  Technically, this image violates some land-
scape guidelines because the horizon line is centered, but it worked for me.  Again, 
it has strong compositional elements that bind the image together ς a strong sub-
ject, dazzling colors, texture, and balance. 
 

  
     Both of these images were taken with a Nikon D2x body, 12-24mm F4 G ED DX 
Super Wide Angle Lens, and ISO 100.  The cornfield image has been sold a number 
of times as a fine art print and it has sold well online (IStockPhoto). 

  
































































