GETTING TO KNOW YOUR DIGITAL CAMERA

This guide has been produced primarily for those who are inexperienced photographers with little or no prior experience of using a small, automatic digital camera.  Increasingly, small automatic digital cameras are becoming more and more sophisticated.  This guide introduces and outlines the salient features of the more common automatic settings; at the end of the day it is no substitute for reading and inwardly digesting the camera’s own, specific operating manual (see the Postscript on page 5). 

Some Basics

Setting Up Your Camera

Your camera will enable you to set up functions such as date, time, LCD monitor brightness and possibly image quality (ie, the number/density of pixels – the higher the quality, the better the print but uses additional memory and you get fewer photos).  Functions such as date and time are important, particularly if you want to save your photographs in date and/or time order – when you take a photograph the camera will record when it was taken.  Some cameras will allow you to set automatic red-eye correction and automatic alignment (if, for example, you take the photo vertically, this function will automatically show the picture the right way up when you come to save it to the computer).

1.
Setting the Date and Time

Take time to read your operating manual to set the time and date.  This will often involve selecting the Menu Button and using the direction arrows (“four-way controller”) to select and adjust both date and time.  

2.
Setting the Picture Quality Level

Your camera may offer you the opportunity to set the picture quality.  This determines the number of pixels used for each photograph; the higher the number of pixels, the better the quality of the image.  The higher the quality of the image will reduce the number of images that can be recorded on a memory card and will take up more storage capacity on your computer.  


As a rough guide, the different qualities are best suited to the following functions:


•
highest level quality (***): for processing photographs and printing (particularly if you want large prints with high definition);


•
medium level (**): for viewing on a PC or laptop;


•
lowest level (*): ideal for attaching to e-mails or creating web-pages.

3.
Zoom Feature

This enables you to zoom in closer to your subject, thereby reducing the depth of vision (see also under Playback below).  It is a useful feature for helping to compose your picture.  Some cameras will allow you to superimpose a nine–square grid to help you compose your photos 

4.
Playback

To review your photographs on the LCD screen, follow the directions in your operating manual.  This often entails pressing the “display” button and using the left and right direction arrows to move through the various images one at a time.


If you want to bring up nine images at a time, move the zoom button/slide to a smaller image, then scroll through the photos using the direction arrows on the four-way controller.  Equally, you can use the zoom facility to take you closer into a picture.

Automatic Modes

Your camera provides you with some automatic settings which enable you to “point and shoot”, without having to think about shutter speed, focus or aperture size.  As necessary, most settings will also engage the flash if the lighting conditions are low.  Some of the more common automatic settings are set out below, together with notes on some of their key features.


1.
Fully Automatic (sometimes shown as a green rectangle)
All the principal parameters are set by the camera (focus; aperture setting; shutter speed).  All you have to do is to compose the picture (including any zoom) then “point and shoot”.  This mode is fairly reliable in most lighting conditions but, if it is necessary, the camera will activate the flash for you.
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2.
Landscape Photography  


This setting is suitable for scenic photography and will:


a.
focus on the subject within the autofocus area


b.
generally focus well on objects both in the in the distance and foreground (long depth of focus) by using a high (small) aperture setting (f -stop);


c.
provide good focus throughout the whole picture but not necessarily bring into focus objects which are very near (eg, stones or flowers in the immediate foreground); 


d.
saturate the colours;


e.
not fire the flash.

Tips:


•
look for suitable features in the landscape or your immediate surroundings which will help frame your photograph (perhaps an overhanging branch or through a window or doorway);


•
look for features which draw the eye into the photograph (eg, winding path, fence, tree trunk, river, diagonal shadows, etc);


•
remember the “rule of thirds” as a guide to your composition;


•
think about the foreground (perhaps find some colourful flowers to set off the background landscape);


•
consider focusing on a foreground object rather than necessarily the distant object;


•
use your zoom feature to vary the depth of field and/or to eliminate unwanted features from the picture;


•
some of the best lighting conditions are early in the morning or late in the afternoon, when the light is often softer and the shadows longer;


•
whilst landscape shots are often taken in landscape format, consider taking the picture in portrait format, particularly if there is a prominent feature on the horizon.
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3.
Macro or Close-up Settings

Your camera may allow you to select one or more macro or close-up mode(s), which enables you to take pictures with the lens perhaps 18-50 cm (7-20 inches) from the subject (eg, flowers, insects, patterns of lichen on rocks, frost crystals on leaves and rain drops).  These settings will:


a.
focus on the subject in the auto focus area;


b.
set a fast shutter speed to make the subject appear sharp;


c.
provide a very short depth of focus;


d. 
blur the background by providing a wide (narrow) aperture (f-stop) setting;


e.
the flash may fire automatically if necessary in macro mode (using the flash in macro mode may overexpose the subject, however);


f.
if you use the viewfinder in macro, check the image that will actually be taken by looking at the LCD monitor because the lens is often offset from the viewfinder.

Tips:


•
make sure that you are not too close to the subject such that the camera will be unable to focus (see minimum distances in your manual);


•
try to make the background plain and/or dark, perhaps by using a piece of dark card behind the subject;


•
try looking at everyday objects from a different perspective (eg, from underneath or a low level; end-on);


•
back-lit (eg, sun behind the subject) subjects can be quite effective in Macro mode;


•
try to keep the subject as still as possible – if necessary, get a friend to hold a plant or branch still;


•
if the subject is lit from the side, perhaps use tin foil to reflect the light onto the other side;


•
try using a tripod to prevent camera shake;


•
again, to avoid camera shake, try using the self-timer function.
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4.
Portrait Mode


This is another fully automatic mode but will:


a.
focus on the main figure (some cameras have a multiple face recognition feature which will bring into focus each detected face);


b.
blur the background, thus emphasising the facial and other principal features; 

c.
give nice soft skin tones.

Tips:

•
focus on the subject’s eyes;


•
try to avoid taking portraits in full sunshine and especially at midday as it gives harsh shadows to the face;


•
if you can’t avoid harsh sunlight conditions, try setting the flash to minimise the sun’s shadows;


•
indoors, try using daylight coming through a window, ideally with the subject facing the in-coming light (preferably not harsh sunlight again);


•
if the light is too harsh, try using a piece of white card  or tin foil to reflect light onto the unlit side of the face.

[image: image5.jpg]



5.
Night Portrait 



This setting is suitable for taking portrait photographs at night or in poor lighting conditions.
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6.
Continuous Shooting or Sports Mode


This setting allows you to take sharp photographs of moving subjects (eg, children at play, birds or squirrels in the garden or athletes).  This setting will:


a.
focus automatically on the main subject;

b.
select a fast shutter speed to capture moving subjects (at least 1/250th of a second) and “freezes” the moment;


c.
not fire the flash.

Tips:


•
this setting is not particularly suitable for indoor photography or for subjects in poor light levels;


•
focus on the moving object and press the shutter button, keeping your finger on the button until you have finished; the time between frames will depend upon your chosen picture quality (it also uses up battery life!);


•
for a series of shots, keep the subject in the centre of the auto focus area in the view-finder and move the camera with the subject, keeping your finger on the shutter button  (continuous shutter); this can be particularly helpful with flying birds or other moving objects, where there may be a slight delay in capturing the subject digitally);


•
if you want a blurred image to illustrate/emphasise  movement, you may need to select a more creative setting which allows you to select a slower shutter speed.
Post Script

1.
Many new cameras these days are accompanied by a detailed manual but on disc or available on-line (ie, not a hard copy).  It is awkward to have to keep referring to a disc or website every time you want to find out how to do something.


If you have lost your operating instructions or if you have a new camera with no hard copy of the operating instructions, there are now several sites on-line from which you may be able to purchase a printed copy of the manual.  One such site is OTC (http://www.otcworld.co.uk).  There are others.

2.
You can find all sorts of free and helpful resources online to help you improve your photography skills and abilities, including free online tutorials.  Below is a series of web addresses, which you might find helpful – there are many others.


Online Tutorials:


http://www.digital-photography-school.com/digital-camera-modes

http://www.freephotocourse.com

http://www.silverlight.co.uk/tutorials/camera

Storing, Editing and Sharing Photographs:


http://www.smashingapps.com/2011/11/15/50-photoshop-tutorials-for-high-quality-photo-editing.html

http://picasa.google.co.uk

http://www.photobox.co.uk

http://www.aviary.com
A C Watson
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