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6 Introduction

Introduction

At first glance, this might seem like an unconventional book, but there’s a reason for that. This book is not arranged to take you from the beginning of a journey to the end; it’s not a training manual or a school coursebook. There are plenty of those and that’s a good thing, but this is something else. This is a book for people who have already mastered the skills – who know their aperture from their shutter – but who find themselves asking, ‘What more can I do?’

In this day and age that’s a very important question. People are constantly exposed to a barrage of new, different, interesting and challenging imagery by the hour and by the minute. Where once it was possible to learn your craft and master it, now you need to have a wider perspective, always looking for other things you’d not thought of trying – things you might have thought belonged to other areas.

The walls between photographic genres are crumbling; technology has made it possible for us all to experiment a little, and every once in a while we absolutely need to.

This book, then, is about saying that none of us can afford to stop looking at the possibilities the world offers. You don’t need to read it from front to back, or cover to cover in one sitting. Instead we hope that you find it a source for inspiration. Look at the photos you wish you’d taken and find out why you have not; make some time to try new techniques. Even if you see something you don’t like, that response can spur you on to a new way of thinking.

Ultimately the goal of this book is to challenge your ideas about being a photographer, about what you can and cannot do (and with what device). The aim is to open your mind to new approaches and open your client list to keep you ahead in a difficult marketplace.
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10 Chapter 1

Landscapes, Cities & Skies

Essential Filters for Waterfalls

Many pros don’t reach for their filters enough, but in-camera ISO adjustment has its limits.

A neutral density, or ND, filter works to limit the amount of light into your camera without you needing to adjust the exposure. Surprisingly, quite a lot of professionals get by without them in their bags, but these filters do offer possibilities for shooting water that nothing else can replicate. If you’re going on a landscape shoot, ND filters are indispensable.

Photographing water is a situation in which setting a specific shutter speed makes all the difference to the water’s appearance, while setting a specific aperture controls the look of your shot. Since that shutter speed is likely to be long to achieve the blurring effect seen in the examples, and there are limits to what a narrow aperture can do to mitigate the extra light that will fall on the sensor in that time, the solution is to use an ND filter. If you think the solution is to reduce your ISO (light sensitivity) you’re also out of luck; image sensors typically cannot be set to below ISO 100.

A filter is a glass fitted to the front of the camera either by a screw mount or a holder. The LEE Filter system is an example of a filter holder which allows the photographer to slip in the glass of their choosing; it is more flexible when it comes to graduated filters, as the filter can be moved around the composition.

ND filters are measured by how many stops of light they block, so they’re easy to understand in terms of the rest of photography. A 2-stop ND filter would have the effect of blocking the same amount of light as closing the aperture on your lens from fl/11 to fl/22, but with no effect on the depth of field. You can source a 2- or 3-stop ND filter from any good camera shop.

Another filter that’s very handy is a circular polarizer. Like an ND filter, it blocks light, but it’s very useful for removing glare from rocks and wet surfaces that may overexpose parts of the image and be distracting. You can twist the circular polarizer to adjust the amount of glare reduction. Keep a close eye on your viewfinder to observe the effect. Try not to overdo it, as that can affect the image in undesired ways, especially if the filter is a lower-end one. Try to avoid any filters that seem unbelievably cheap, because the price will likely be reflected in the quality. And be sure to purchase a circular, not linear, polarizer if you intend to use autofocus at all, as linear polarizers confuse cameras’ autofocus systems.

Combining these filters can give you complete control over how the image will come out, long before you visit Capture One or Lightroom. So experiment as much as you can to understand how these work together and view the images in camera or tether to a computer as you shoot to view them (although that might not be feasible if you are close to water).

Hopefully, you already have found a location 

with a waterfall (or a beach with a good tide), so set up your tripod and take some sample shots, leaving the shutter open for a few seconds and checking the results each time. There is a good level of trial and error involved in this kind of shooting, but a great place to start is to keep your ISO low (100 or 200) and use a small f-stop such as fl/8 or fl/11. Make sure you use a shutter release so you don’t get any camera shake.

If you find the scene is too dark, but the smoothness of the water is good, then you can nudge your ISO up a little or set a slightly longer shutter speed and work backwards. You can approach this in a few ways. I recommend setting your camera to Aperture Priority and a low ISO, using the aperture size to control the shutter speed.

If that is difficult due to the type of lens or camera you have or there is very limited light, then use Manual exposure mode and start at ISO 200 and fl/11 with a shutter speed of around 1/3 of a second before you add the filters. After a few test shots, add the filters and start shooting. Make sure you turn off any Long Exposure Noise Reduction or Image Stabilization features when using a tripod and a long exposure.

Notes

Circular polarizing filters are convenient to attach to most lenses, but you’ll need one for each different sized lens screw.
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Normal Shutter Speed

1/2000 second 1/1000

1/500

1/250

1/250

1/60

1/30

1/15

1/8

¼

½

With 6–9-Stop ND

½ second 1 second

2 seconds

4 seconds

8 seconds

15 seconds

30 seconds 1 minute

2 minutes

4 minutes

8 minutes

Top, Left & Right: You can really see how the circular polarizer makes a difference. The upper images have got great composition, but the water is looking a little murky – both images were taken with a UV filter but no circular polarizer.

Bottom, Left & Right: The image taken with the circular polarizer and UV filter on the left is clearly better and much more interesting, with deeper and richer colours, even though the composition is roughly the same. 
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12 Chapter 1

Landscapes, Cities & Skies

Right: Here is an example 

of a challenging scene. This and the examples on the previous page are different environments with different types of waterfalls to shoot. A wide-angle lens allowed me to capture the large waterfall and include the context, both foreground and sky, to show the grand scale of the falls. 
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14 Chapter 1

Landscapes, Cities & Skies

Filters for Sunrise & SunsetSome classic effects still can’t be duplicated in post-production.

Stunning sunsets are a favourite of mine to capture and with some handy filter glass, you can take some of the guesswork out of post-production and get what you need in-camera.

Graduated filters are key when it comes to shooting sunrises and sunsets. You can get them with a soft or hard edge, which refers to the transition between clear and filtered glass. Hard-edged filters have a clear line, while soft-edged filters transition gradually. (See the graphics opposite.)

Again, you can buy filters that sit in a filter system holder (highly recommended) or screw-type filters that thread onto the front of the lens. Great lenses for sunrise and sunset shoots are anything super-wide, for example, 10–30mm. Do your research before settling on a filter system, because one holder can suit many different lenses but not all of them by any stretch. The larger LEE-style SW150 system, for example, works with the Nikkor 14mm fl/2.8, but for the 18.5mm fl/1.8, you’d need to get a Lee Sev5n system. Just one system is already large to have to carry around, and the glass is fragile, so that’s worth thinking about.

Graduated filters are so essential because they enable you to expose for the land without blowing out the sky, keeping the beautiful colours in sunsets and direct light. The discrepancy between land and sky during sunrise and sunset isn’t always possible to fix in post-production, because the range of light values in the scene may exceed the dynamic range of the sensor. Graduated filters come in a few flavours that can really enhance your exposure. Some come with one- to three- stop filtering of the top section, while others offer up to a nine-stop transition in the graduated section.

Level your tripod and set the exposure for the land, then slip your glass into the filter holder and adjust the filter so the bottom of the gradient meets the horizon, or at least a small part of the land section. If you are using a hard-edged filter, this may take some additional time to get right. If you are combining the graduated filter with a circular polarizer, make sure the circular polarizer is the last filter in the deck (closest to the lens).

I always start with an aperture of around fl/22 or fl/18 and work backwards. With a narrow aperture you can also get a lovely burst from the sun, if that’s a desired effect (see page 28), or if not, change the aperture to suit your intentions. Make sure your land is exposed the way you want it. Using the electronic viewfinder and the live preview option will give you a good idea of how the image will come out, so use that where possible.

Focus on the foreground just under the horizon. For this kind of shooting, always use a shutter release and have the camera on a tripod, as that will ensure you have a crisp image.

Common Mistakes

Double-check you don’t have an HDR mode or D-Range Optimization feature turned on. I would also highly recommend not using Auto White Balance, or if you are, try and balance with an ExpoDisc.

An ExpoDisc is an opaque filter you use by placing it over the lens, shooting in the opposite direction to your subject, calibrating for the white, then returning the camera back to the subject. Alternatively, a handy cheat is to leave a perfectly white card on the floor, just visible in the frame, which you can crop out in post-production after using it to tweak the white balance in the Raw file.

Finally, start taking your shots, and hopefully you will capture lots of great images that require minimal post-production editing.

Notes

Put the camera into Spot Metering mode (you can cheat here by pointing your camera

at the land section of your composed image); press the AEL (Auto Exposure Lock) button when you have achieved the look you want (or alternatively, use Manual exposure).





page 28
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Filter Edges

Graduated filters can have different types of gradients, which are useful for different skies:

Above: Soft Edge

Above: Hard Edge

Above Right:Here, a filter has been used to control the relative strength of the sky, balancing a rich sky with detail in the foreground.
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16 Chapter 1

Landscapes, Cities & Skies

Why Polarize?

Use a circular polarizing filter to selectively highlight reflections.

The primary function of polarizing filters is to reduce glare or reflections from surfaces like glass or water (but not so much metallic ones). Secondly, they slightly reduce the overall exposure, like a neutral density filter, which will likely have the effect of increasing saturation as your camera compensates. Most photographers carry them, but not all remember to use them.

Circular polarizers (CPLs) consist of two glass elements, a front (polarizing) element rotated in relation to a quarter-wave plate, or rear glass element. Light travels in waves, and reflected light involves a lot of incident waves bouncing at multiple angles. The polarizer acts like a Venetian blind, so only one angle of light passes through at a time. Which angle gets through varies as you turn the front filter element. The image at right with the green trees over the water is a good example of what happens when you don’t use a polarizer. The sunlight is flaring all over the image, causing a loss of definition.

Using a circular polarizer can be a little tricky when you’re also using graduated square filters, as you want the gradient of the graduated filter to be part of the composition (it will have to remain level with the horizon), but a circular polarizer must be turned to adjust its effect. So, you need to adjust the CPL first before fitting any more filters into a filter holder system. Keep the circular polarizer at the back of the stack to maximize its benefit.

Using this special CPL glass, you can choose how much reflection you want from water or the glass of buildings. One of my favourite applications for it is reflecting the sky (especially clouds) or other buildings in the windows of skyscrapers in New York City, where I live. A CPL is one of my most-used filters, and I normally keep one on my camera at all times; even if I’m not dragging around my filter holder, I at least keep a screw-type CPL handy. It’s one of the most versatile tools in your toolbox.

Notes

Circular polarizers let you reduce reflected light ‘noise’.

Polarizers work best when the sun is relatively high.

Above: This image would have benefited from both some polarized and UV filtering. The lack of either has made the colours washed out and too bright to retain much detail on the inner part of the frame. 

Below: It’s worth spending some money and purchasing a filter system rather than using a screw- type filter. With larger filters, you will find the glass is normally high quality and they can be used on many lenses, so you don’t have to purchase a filter for each lens diameter you have. 
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