Digital Photography Tips

by

Mike Doherty (mike@mikedoherty.com)
Here’s some advice for amateur photographers (like myself!) trying to get the most out of their digital cameras.  Be forewarned: some tips require that you spend time.

With film cameras, amateurs had practically no control between clicking the shutter and seeing an image.  But with digital cameras and computers the story is completely different.  (Note: It’s rather easy to find exceptions to all the advice below.  What is offered is for easy and simple improvements in most cases!)
Camera Settings

1. Use high resolution; try the highest you camera allows.  

2. Use low compression (also called “high quality”), but don’t use the “no compression” setting—it takes too much memory.

Lighting

3. Avoid using flash if at all possible.  Try using a tripod—even a cheap mini-tripod may help you get a good exposure in low light without flash.

4. Don’t take pictures with the sun shining on someone’s face.  Try to find open shade.

Quality Assurance

5. If you have time, take two shots—someone might blink, or you might slightly move the camera.  Use a slightly different angle and/or zoom.

6. If you have time, immediately look at your shot on the camera…and take another if you’re not happy with the result.

7. Right before clicking the shutter, check that the camera is level—especially if there is a horizon in the shot, especially if there is a waterline in the scene.

Computer Processing

8. Download all the shots from your camera and immediately make a backup copy (e.g. to a CD, DVD, or extra hard drive).  Keep the working copy.

9. Go through all shots in the working copy and delete the obviously bad ones.  Go through again and delete the duplicates, or somewhat inferior pictures of the same shot.  [This will be easier to do since you know you really have a full copy of everything.]  Be brutal: think like you are entering each one you keep in a contest and it costs a lot for each entry.

10. Crop every picture you’ve kept.  Note that if you remove just 15% on each side and the top and bottom—you will have eliminated half the pixels in the image!  This is why it’s important to use high resolution to start., and why it’s not so important to get the composition perfect before taking the picture.  Here’s some cropping tips:

a. Keep only one main subject; eliminate uninteresting stuff.

b. In general, crop “tight”

c. Don’t automatically put the subject in the dead center (except for really special, dramatic effect).  Imagine horizontal and vertical lines that slice the image into thirds each way.  Then look at the intersections of those lines as “feature locations” for locating the subject.

d. Do NOT restrict your cropping to standard print sizes (4x6, 8x10, etc.) unless you must frame the result in a standard frame without a mat.  NOTHING will increase your artistic freedom in cropping more than truly choosing your own dimensions.  If and when you do print, specify “full print” and you will get your entire image with white border around it.  You can then trim off the border or, better yet, make a custom mat to show it off.

e. A particularly good (and free) cropping tool is OfotoNow, available for download from ofoto.com (look for “Free upload software” link).

f. If you like, try two different crops and look at the results for a while—ask others which they like best.

g. Occasionally try a daring or outrageous crop…just to see how it looks.  You will free up your notion of what’s “allowed.”

11. If necessary, use image correction software to adjust the brightness, contrast, color, saturation, etc. of the image.  There are many software packages that let you do this.

12. If the pictures tell a story or recap a trip or excursion, organize them in a logical sequence for the viewer.  Often a photographer will “go back” to get a good shot—so the order taken is not always the right order.

13. Now that you’ve got them in order, go through again and delete ones that don’t really add to the story or event.

14. Back-up your edited images, preferably in a folder inside/near the backup folder of the originals.

Sharing with Others

15. e-mailing a lot of pictures is usually a bad idea.  The problem is that many e-mail accounts have severe limits on how much storage space a user can have.  Some even restrict how many attachments a single e-mail can have.  So, it’s very easy to flood someone’s mailbox and inadvertently prevent them from receiving any other e-mail.

16. There are free services (shutterfly, ofoto, yahoo) that allow you to post your pictures on the internet for free.  You can then send friends a short e-mail pointing them to your electronic albums.  They can, at their leisure, browse your pictures and order prints of any they might want.  What they typically CANNOT do is: download a full resolution image of any pictures posted there.  So, if they want a copy on their own computer—to look at or print—they usually can’t do it.  They CAN send you an e-mail and ask you to e-mail them just the picture(s) they really want to have.

17. There is at least one service (please notify me if you find more) that allows viewers to download the full resolution images posted there, without any charge.  It is www.smugmug.com.  However, the person who posts the pictures there must pay a modest annual fee.  
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