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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


# INTRODUCTION

A photographer’s journey is very similar to that of a child developing into an adult. As a child, everything is new and exciting: learning to walk, learning to talk, learning to ride a bike, learning to love—it’s all huge fun, and as kids we throw ourselves fully into any fresh adventure that comes our way. But as we grow we start to lose that, and as youthful enthusiasm fades, routine can start to creep in where spontaneity once lived.

The same thing can happen on our photographic journey. When we start out there’s a heck of a lot to get to grips with, and plenty of Eureka! moments to be enjoyed—learning and exploration and discovery are all naturally exciting parts of the process. But once the initial excitement of unboxing a new camera or phone wears off, and we’ve got to grips with aperture, shutter speed, ISO, focus, and all those other technicalities, there’s less “new” to discover. At this point, the hardest part of photography is no longer the mechanics, it’s maintaining motivation. Unless you’re careful you can find yourself sliding slowly into a proverbial rut, taking the same pictures in the same places with the same settings. As in life, a safe routine can begin to creep in, and creativity can start to stagnate.

The good news is that it’s not that difficult to get your photo mojo back. All you need to do is reconnect with your inner photographic child, effectively turning back the clock and getting playful with your camera again. Which is precisely where this book comes in.

Over the pages that follow you will find 52 projects that will help drag you out of any creative rut. Even if your photography hasn’t stalled, you can still take these ideas and use them to try new things with your camera and keep the love alive. I like to think of it as a 12-month photographic rejuvenation plan, where you can pick a project a week to give your photography a boost. That’s right, you’ve just bought a whole year of photographic inspiration!

But where to begin? Obviously, you could start at the start and work your way through from project 1 to 52 but, like your photography, this book doesn’t have to walk a conventional path. A better approach (in my opinion) would be to choose your own adventure. You might alternate the chapters, perhaps shooting creatively one week, making (and using!) your own equipment or lighting accessory the next, and then heading to the digital darkroom the week after that. Or maybe you’ll choose a weather-based approach? If it’s going to be raining for the week, there are plenty of indoor studio projects to choose from, or you could opt for a session at the computer. Are you expecting clear night skies? Awesome—that’s perfect for shooting star effects or experimenting with light painting. Overcast? Well, some ultra-long exposures might work well here.

To be honest, though, how you choose to use this book is up to you, not me—these are your projects now, and it’s your call how you work through them. All I ask is that you have fun doing it!
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1
SHOOTING CREATIVELY

Putting the “creative” into your creative photography starts the moment you decide to take a picture. It doesn’t matter whether it’s a spontaneous snap or a considered still life; the creative process has begun. After that a whole host of options sit in front of you, although most photographers only consider three things—framing, exposure, and focus.

This chapter goes way beyond this basic trio of choices, covering a range of exciting projects and techniques that you might not have considered before. So whether you want to photograph smoke or water droplets, shoot the stars, or get inspired by blur, this is the place to start developing your creative camera skills.





#01 CROSS POLARIZING

If you’ve ever been driving while wearing polarized sunglasses you’ve probably seen strange patterns on car windshields. This is because car windows are made of tempered, heat-toughened glass for safety, and the tempering process puts the glass under internal stress, which in turn affects the way it reacts to light. The polarized glasses reveal areas of the window that were put under stress when it was manufactured, thanks to a phenomenon known as “birefringence.” Other materials, such as transparent, injection-molded plastic, are also birefringent, which is why the plastic covers over the displays of MP3 players and wristwatches often show rainbow patterns when viewed through polarized glasses.

Photographers also use polarizing lenses (in the form of polarizing filters), to cut down the reflections from glass, and to reduce highlights on wet or moist objects. This is just like shooting through polarized sunglasses and, if you combine a polarized filter with a polarized light source, things start getting really interesting. This technique—known as “cross polarizing”—is important to science, where it is used in the study of crystals and microorganisms. But while scientists use it for its scientific potential, creative photographers can use it to produce stunning pictures where the normally invisible stress lines in plastic objects are transformed into beautiful, multicolored rainbows.

The traditional way of producing polarized light is to buy a sheet of polarizing plastic, or a polarizing gel, and tape it over a light source. This works well, but polarizing gels are expensive, and once they get scratched they become less efficient. However, the good news is you probably own a convenient source of polarized light already—the LCD screen used by a laptop or flat-panel TV or monitor—and there’s no reason why you can’t start exploiting this in your photography.

DIFFICULTY ★ ★

WHAT YOU NEED

•   Digital SLR camera

•   Polarizing filter

•   Transparent plastic object, such as a ruler, protractor, or measuring cup

•   LCD monitor or television

•   Tripod

USEFUL TIPS

Generally, it’s not a good idea to rest the object you’re photographing directly on the LCD screen. Not only do you risk damaging the screen, but the screen itself could be in focus, revealing the grid pattern of the red, green, and blue pixels that make up the display.

If you position your screen horizontally you can position a sheet of glass above it to rest your subject on—the glass won’t be affected by the polarization.

Use a macro lens or close-up lens to crop in close and create abstract shots of the kaleidoscopic colors.

Try converting your crosspolarized images into black and white and overlay them with a solid color for striking results, such as this picture of a recorder.
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1 To set your polarized light source, turn your screen’s brightness to full, and fill the screen with a white image. This is most easily done with a computer as you can just open a blank window and extend it to fill the monitor.

2 Put the polarizing filter on your camera lens, and mount the camera on a tripod in front of the screen.

3 Rotate the polarizing filter on your lens until the image through the viewfinder is black, or as dark as possible. Rotating the filter gives you different degrees of polarization, so experiment with the angle. You’ll likely find that you’ll create the most striking photos when the effect is as dark as possible.

4 Place your transparent plastic object between the LCD screen and the camera, and frame and focus your shot—you should see the colored effect through your camera’s viewfinder or on the rear LCD screen.

5 Turn off, or cover, any other light sources and take your shot. As LCD displays don’t produce that much light and the polarizing filter consumes up to two-stops worth of light, your exposure will be fairly long (which is why you should use a tripod). Using a remote release is also a good idea, but if you don’t have one you can use your camera’s self-timer instead—either way, you want to try and avoid any camera shake during your long exposures.

6 Once you’ve taken your shot, review the image on your camera’s LCD screen. Adjust the exposure if you need to, using the EV (Exposure Value) setting to make your image lighter or darker. Then experiment like crazy! Different objects will produce different results.
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#02 STUNNING SILHOUETTES

Silhouettes were a popular form of image-making, long before photography had been conceived. However, they have always received something of a mixed reception in photography: a silhouette that’s done badly can end up as an unreadable mess of black, while attempting to photograph a subject against a bright background can easily lead to accidental silhouettes as your camera attempts to produce the “best” exposure.

Yet while the humble silhouette is maligned by some photographers, there’s no doubt that the stark black outlines also have a graphic power where shape becomes more important than detail, and a story can be told using broader strokes. So, why not set your preconceptions aside and think about adding stunning silhouettes to your creative repertoire?

SUBJECTS

The easiest way to create a poor silhouette is to pick an inappropriate subject: Something that appears to have great potential when you look at it may not be quite so hot when you photograph it. As a general rule, the simpler the shapes, the fewer there are, and the less they overlap, the stronger the result will be. For example, if you’re photographing a couple of figures in silhouette, make sure there is space around each of them so they can both be seen in their entirety. You may know it’s two people when you photograph them, but if they overlap it’s easy for them to be transformed into a two-headed, four-armed freak when they’re seen in silhouette (although that could work!).

This isn’t helped by the fact that objects seen in silhouette tend to lose a certain amount of depth. This means that you also need to be aware of what is behind and in front of your subject, as something in the foreground will not necessarily be read as being closer when it’s photographed—it could instead just appear oversized.

DIFFICULTY ★ ★

WHAT YOU NEED

•   All you need is a camera!

USEFUL TIPS

Although your choice of subject is important, you should also pay attention to the background in your shot. Positioning your subject against a relatively plain background will enhance the graphic nature of your silhouettes. A classic background is a fiery sky at sunset, although you may find that you need to shoot from a low viewpoint to make best use of the strong colors that occur.

If your potential subject is close to the camera, make sure the built-in flash is switched off before attempting to shoot a silhouette: if the flash fires, you won’t get a silhouette.

Consider setting the “wrong” white balance deliberately: Using a tungsten white balance setting in daylight will give your silhouette shot a strong blue color cast, similar to using a blue filter on the lens or toning a monochrome picture.
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The outlines of the figures toward the center of this shot overlap slightly, but the larger figure at the left provides us with a point of reference—in this case, US marines on patrol.




[image: illustration]
If you aim your camera at a featureless sky, it’s almost guaranteed to underexpose the shot. Here it transforms the birds into dark silhouettes.
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I treated this silhouette to a redscale look during post-production: Project 48 explains how it was done.



EXPOSURE

The most striking silhouettes utilize strong backlighting and a carefully placed exposure so the subject is rendered without detail. However, some cameras actively attempt to identify and overcome strong backlighting when you use their general metering mode (matrix metering, evaluative metering, or similar), either by adjusting the exposure to compensate, or by employing some form of dynamic range optimization. This doesn’t mean that your camera’s meter is useless for shooting silhouettes—you simply need to know what it will do.

If you find it consistently tries to compensate for heavy backlighting, then one option is to dial in negative (-) exposure compensation. This will effectively underexpose the shot, reducing the brightness of your subject and helping to transform it into a strong, featureless shadow.

Alternatively, you can use your camera’s spot meter. Take an exposure reading from an area you want to appear as a midtone (usually a bright area in the background) and either lock the exposure with your camera’s Automatic Exposure Lock (AEL) feature, or set the shooting mode to Manual (M) and dial in the aperture and shutter speed yourself. In both instances you will have an exposure that is set for the (bright) background, with the unlit subject falling into shadow.

POST-PROCESSING

Providing you get your exposure right in-camera, there’s often minimal need for any post-capture image editing. However, that’s not to say that your silhouettes won’t benefit from a touch of post-production work. For a start, you may want to make sure that your subject is a pure black silhouette by “burning in” the dark tones using your editing program’s “Burn” tool (or similar).

The background may also benefit from being darkened slightly, which will help intensify the color. This is especially effective with sunset silhouettes, where an overall reduction in brightness (using Levels, for example) can really make the colors “pop.” This can be taken further by combining it with a slight increase in color saturation or vibrance as well—most editing programs have at least one tool that can be used to intensify the colors in an image.

Alternatively, you may find that you want to remove the color altogether to create a black-and-white image. With certain shots this can be incredibly effective, and imbue your image with a mysterious, film noir look. Toning your silhouettes can also work well, be it a fairly traditional sepia tone, a more extreme redscale look (see Project 48), or something else altogether.



#03 DIFFRACTION STAR EFFECTS

In the 1970s and ’80s it was very popular for photographers shooting at night to use star or “cross” filters, which are simply clear glass filters with a fine, regular grid engraved into one surface. When these filters are used to photograph bright, point-sources of light—such as streetlamps at night—they create the effect of starbursts. However, star filters are not subtle, and the engraved lines also cause another optical effect known as dispersion, which results in a rainbow effect in the streaks of light.

It’s not too surprising that the overbearing look of star filters has led them to fall out of favor in recent years, and I won’t claim for a minute that everyone should rush out and take all their pictures with one. At the same time, it’s one of those effects that can actually work in some instances, and just because it’s not currently fashionable doesn’t mean you can’t do it anymore! Best of all, your camera’s probably already got a built-in star filter—I bet it doesn’t tell you that in the manual!

This project takes advantage of a regularly occurring optical phenomenon known as “diffraction,” which is something most, if not all, lenses suffer from. Diffraction is the slight bending of light around small openings (the aperture in your camera in this instance), and it’s usually thought of as a problem since it’s the primary cause of loss of sharpness when a lens is set to a small aperture. But what one person sees as a problem, we can see as a solution, because it is diffraction that will be creating our starbursts.

This project works best if you can find yourself a night or low-light scene with a few point-sources of light; streetlamps and Christmas lights work well, while light sources that have larger surface areas, such as shop signs or fluorescent tubes, do not. Take a walk around a town or city at dusk, or at night, and you will be sure to find somewhere suitable.

Once you find a scene you want to shoot, set your camera up on a tripod and switch to Aperture Priority mode. Set a small aperture and start taking some shots. If you’re using an SLR, a lens set to f/4 will not have very pronounced starbursts, so set your aperture to f/16, or smaller. This should produce very clear starbursts, which you can check on your camera’s LCD screen. And that’s all there is to it—just by setting a small aperture you’ve discovered the “starburst filter” mode you didn’t know your camera had.

DIFFICULTY ★

WHAT YOU NEED

•   Point-and-shoot or digital SLR camera with adjustable aperture

•   Tripod

USEFUL TIPS

The number of rays from each starburst is related to the number of aperture blades in your lens, so as well as experimenting with the aperture to see what effect it has, it’s worth experimenting with different lenses as well. Each lens you use will produce slightly different starbursts.
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Combined with a beautiful contrast in light and color, starbursts add magic to a gleaming river scene.
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Simply setting a small aperture and photographing point-sources of light will produce fantastic starbursts. The number of aperture blades and the aperture setting you use will determine the number—and intensity—of the “bursts.” The image shown here (and detail, to the right) was taken with the aperture set at f/16.
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A “proper” 4-point starburst filter was used for this image. The effect is more pronounced, but why buy a filter when you can change your aperture for free?





#04 SOFT FOCUS

[image: illustration]
Like starburst filters, taking soft focus pictures was once so popular it seemed like it was impossible to find images that didn’t have a diffuse look. However, while the soft-focus effect has definitely fallen from grace (for good reason, some might say), this doesn’t mean it can’t have a place in the creative photographer’s armory. It might seem strange to spend good money buying the sharpest lens you can afford and then produce “soft” pictures, but not all photographs call for absolute clarity.

Sometimes we don’t want to show all the detail—in a portrait where wrinkles and skin blemishes need to be hidden, for example—while at other times a soft-focus effect can be used to emphasize the atmosphere in a landscape or a still life, letting us create mist where there is none, or simply blurring the detail so we are left with suggestive outlines and shapes. At the extreme, soft focus can create surreal effects, smearing colors and tones across the frame.

Creating soft focus is extremely easy, and even with the most basic materials you can quickly produce a wide range of blur and color effects. The simplest method is to simply breathe on the front of your lens so it steams up. As the mist clears you can shoot through it, timing the shot to the amount of mist still left on the lens. You have to be quick as the mist can clear suddenly, and it doesn’t always clear evenly—especially if you are outside in a breeze—which makes it really unpredictable, but, hey, it’s completely free, what do you expect?

DIFFICULTY ★

WHAT YOU NEED

•   Point-and-shoot or digital SLR camera

•   Nylon stockings and rubber band

OR

•   Petroleum jelly and UV/skylight filter

USEFUL TIPS

When using nylons, the more you stretch the fabric the less intense the softening effect becomes.

You can also control the soft focus effect with the thickness of the material you put over the lens—use thicker nylons, or two pieces to increase the softness.

The aperture you use when you shoot through nylons will affect the focus. Smaller lens apertures increase the depth of field, so your disruptive material will be slightly more in focus. While you might not see much difference through the lens, the overall soft focus effect will be greater.



PETROLEUM JELLY
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Slightly more predictable than breathing on your lens, but a little more messy, this classic soft-focus method is quick, easy, and extremely flexible.

It involves smearing a thin film of petroleum jelly on the surface of a clear filter, such as a UV or skylight filter. The effect is entirely dependent on how much jelly you apply and how you apply it. Use a tiny amount and smear it evenly to create a subtle softening of the image, or use a bit more and spread it in streaks across the glass to break your image into a dreamlike mass of color and tone. You can even apply the jelly selectively, leaving the center of the glass clear so only the edges are softened.

The great thing about this technique is the control you have over the final image. You can apply patterns or dabs for different effects, and if it doesn’t work you can just wipe the filter clean and start again. The only thing you need to take care with is that you use a filter, and never apply jelly to the front element of your lens. While the jelly can be cleaned off a filter very easily with a lens tissue or soap and water, it can permanently damage your lens coatings if you apply it directly.
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NYLONS
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A favorite with fashion photographers (possibly because they have a lot of nylons lying around), stretching nylons across the lens opens up a whole world of opportunity as they not only reduce the sharpness, but, depending on the color you use, can also change the color of the image. Using black material tends to smudge the shadows in a picture more than it affects the highlights, while white stockings have the opposite effect. Brown material adds warmth to an image as well as softening it, making it a great option for portraits.

Once you’ve got yourself an old stocking or pair of nylons, cut out a small section of material roughly 5 inches (12.5cm) square. Stretch the material over the front element of the lens making sure it is flat, even, and well-stretched. Secure it with a rubber band to hold it in place on the barrel of the lens, taking care to position the rubber band to hold the nylon in place around the autofocus ring so the lens can still focus.
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#05 BRENIZER METHOD

Bigger isn’t necessarily better, but there are certain benefits to using a digital camera with a large sensor. Aside from reduced noise levels, one of those benefits is that you can shoot images with a very shallow depth of field using a relatively wide-angle lens set to maximum aperture.

Professional fashion and wedding photographers commonly use full-frame, or even medium-format cameras so
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IMAGE BLENDING
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#06 CREATIVE BOKEH
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MAKING A BOKEH FILTER
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#07 ZOOM BURST
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#08 FREELENSING
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LENS CHOICE


GETTING STARTED
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POST-PROCESSING




#09 LIGHTBOX SHOTS
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TRANSLUCENT OBJECTS
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COLORED BACKGROUNDS
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#10 CAMERA TOSSING
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STARTING OUT
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#11 PANNING FIXED SUBJECTS
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#12 HIGH-SPEED WATER DROPLETS
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THE SETUP
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#13 LEVITATION
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SHOOTING
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#14 INFRARED
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MODIFIED CAMERAS
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#15 PAINTING WITH LIGHT
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WORKING OUTSIDE








FLASHLIGHTS
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LIGHT STREAKS
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#16 TTV PHOTOGRAPHY
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THE CONTRAPTION
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HOW BIG?
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CONSTRUCTION


[image: illustration]




[image: illustration]




[image: illustration]



[image: illustration]





ADDING PORTS



[image: illustration]




[image: illustration]




[image: illustration]




[image: illustration]




[image: illustration]





#17 LONG DAYLIGHT EXPOSURES
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