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1. INTRODUCTION


“Come to the edge,” he said.

They said, “We are afraid.”

“Come to the edge,” he said.



They came.

He pushed them … and they flew.

—Guillaume Appollinaire



Here’s a story: A photographer I know asked me about a year ago if I thought digital was as good as film. I said, “No. It’s better.” “But I can make 30″x40″ prints from my medium-format camera. Can you do that with digital?” he asked. “Yes, I can,” I replied. After a moment of staring deep into my eyes, obviously waiting for an “although …” or “but …,” he persisted, “How? And does it look as good?” “By pushing a few buttons-and no, it looks better,” I replied.

I wasn’t trying to be sassy, the answer just seemed so obvious to me. We’ve passed that magic point in our technological timeline where digital really is “as good as film.” In fact, today’s 6-8MP pro SLR digital cameras produce images that are sharper and less grainy than film images, at any reproduction size. They also have a wonderful ability to capture subtleties of tone in lowlight situations. 35mm negative film is still more forgiving of exposure errors, but if properly exposed, lit, and when certain camera settings are observed (see chapter 5), the digital camera can produce a visually stunning and superior image.

At the time of this writing, digital “35mm” format SLR cameras were emerging that easily surpassed medium-format film quality. How much more can we ask for? Medium-format quality in a quick handling, lightweight, SLR body with a full range of lens options. Is this a great industry or what?

[image: ] WHAT ABOUT FILM? IS IT DEAD?

Yes, it is. For those who have made the jump to digital, there is no going back. Digital is too much fun, too creative, too good-and too many possibilities exist for taking your images to the next level. Many industry giants are already starting to abandon or reduce production of film cameras and supplies. The end is inevitable. While finding a good digital lab used to be a challenge, finding a good, full-service film lab will become increasingly difficult. Consumers are now embracing and switching to digital cameras at a rate that has surpassed film cameras. They are helping to drive the industry in this new direction. Good for them-and good for us.


[image: ]
A priest walks the path. Is he coming down from Heaven to Earth or simply making his own never-ending journey?



As digital photographers, we now have options for sharing, selling, and displaying our images that never existed (or were extremely time consuming) with film. Popular options now include in-studio slide show presentations, DVD slide shows for clients to purchase, web proofing and ordering, browse-able image CD-ROMs, proof booklets, watercolor and fine-art prints, magazine-style albums and printed books, image collages, and more. Imagine loading an affordable digital picture frame with a slide show of ten or twenty favorite images to sell to your clients. Products like this are just around the corner as innovations like inexpensive display screens become realized.

[image: ] THE BENEFITS OF DIGITAL

Let’s cut right to the chase. Digital has myriad benefits, not all of which can be listed here. Here are a few that can be easily brought up in polite dinner conversation:

For the Photographer


	Multiple Originals. Never send irreplaceable film through the mail. Create as many backups of original images as necessary.

	Substantial Materials Cost Savings. Shoot as much as necessary to get the shot you need. No more film, processing, and proofing expenses. Reduce your environmental waste production. We paid for our first digital camera in three months with film/processing savings.

	Instant Review/Job Insurance. You know the job is in the bag before you even set the camera down. Share images with clients in-camera to ensure their approval.

	Creativity Enhancer. Try new ideas, shoot more, experiment. Increase confidence in your creative abilities.

	Consistency in Printing. Reproduce a print the same way from day to day or month to month. There’s no need to rely on lab inconsistencies and changing personnel.

	Studio Control Over Image Printing and Final Look. Prints can be given the studio’s “look” with simple Photoshop techniques. Print on demand when using in-studio printers.

	Myriad Creative Output Options. This facet of digital will keep you excited about your work and enjoying the impact of multimedia presentations.


For the Client


	More Creative Images to Choose From. Your gain here is their gain too.

	Clean, Retouched, Custom-Printed Images. Clients receive the best-quality images possible.

	More Exciting Ways to View Their Images. Viewing options include slide shows, DVDs, CD-ROMs, on websites, via e-mail, etc.

	More Emotional Impact with Multimedia Presentations. You can add impact to your presentations by pairing music and images.

	Print-Ready Images in CMYK. You can provide separation services for commercial clients.

	Clients Receive Your Full Artistic Vision-if You Choose to Give it to Them. They will place a higher value on your products and services.


[image: ] THE DIGITAL DA VINCI MODEL

I love Leonardo da Vinci. Well, actually I love what he did and what he represented. He was talented in so many different areas: art, literature, science, socializing, logic, theory, inventions, and creating systems and workflows. He nurtured all his different skills and “minds,” became exceptional in many areas, and thus became an icon in the history of man. He was artistic and technical—an ideal model. Most of us are one or the other, but we can teach ourselves to be more balanced. We can learn anything if given the tools and opportunities.

Success in our new digital world requires a good balance of artistry and technical understanding. When these two worlds are carefully combined, amazing results can arise. No more starving-artist syndrome. Create balance and watch your studio grow. We’ll assume that most of you have a good sense of artistry, since otherwise you probably wouldn’t have become a photographer. But, even if you’re really, really awful at the technical aspects, you can learn enough to be a mini da Vinci. Even if you have to hire someone to handle your technical work, you’ll have an important understanding of what’s involved and what’s needed for a seamless workflow.

This book follows my Digital da Vinci concept. Nourishment for the right and left brain. Tools for creative and technical growth.

[image: ] CHANGE YOUR MIND AND YOUR CLIENTS WILL FOLLOW

Digital is a mind-set. As with any skill, your personal confidence in your abilities is reflected in your performance and sensed by any observer. This directly translates into their increased, or reduced, confidence in your performance. This is essentially true with digital photography-at least as it is perceived by our clients.

When we display fine examples of our digital work and direct our conversations toward content in the images, rather that what they are made with, we do photographers justice by valuing our abilities to capture beautiful moments, artistic scenes, and create pleasing compositions with professional lighting awareness. We should not put more value on the equipment we use or the medium we capture with. It’s still about the images, and content is still more important than pixel count. Let’s not forget this as we strive to enrich our technical know-how. It’s all still secondary to professionally capturing a moment in time.

Of course, as digital becomes mainstream and more professional photographers produce beautiful work, clients will stop questioning it. They will expect it. They may start to question why a photographer is not shooting digitally. Is she behind the times? Old fashioned? Afraid of change? Whether these assumptions are true or not, the clients will imagine the worst and use it against those photographers when making comparisons to others who have gone digital. Truth be told, a good photographer will make great images no matter what the medium, and I wouldn’t judge the talent of a photographer by their camera choice, although clients may.

[image: ] EVERY BOOK HAS A PURPOSE

This workbook is the by-product of a very successful workshop I developed in 2001 called the Digital Photographers Bootcamp™. The four-day, intensive program was designed to give the new or existing digital photographer a veritable “big picture” of the working digital studio. It would take them from start to finish-from setting up the studio, to setting up the camera, to taking the images, to organizing them, to enhancing, and finally to printing and presenting them. I infused my workshops with essential foundational information as well as advanced tips and tricks for those who were ready to push their imaging to the next level. We also bring in guest presenters to share creative ideas and styles and to challenge the photographers to think outside the box. The workshops are still held two to four times a year, in the mainland U.S. as well as in inspiring exotic locations like Hawaii and Tuscany, Italy. The programs consistently sell out, with many attendees returning a second or third time-a tribute to the quality and quantity of information given-or maybe it’s the food and hot tub.

This book pulls directly from the extensive workbook that is given to Bootcamp attendees. While nothing beats a live, interactive workshop, with up-to-the-minute information and surrounding oneself in a cloak of creative energy, this book is the next best thing.

I’ve been working with Photoshop since 1992, using it every day to prepare images for my graphic design and photography business. When the first Mac computer came out with the ability to read photo CDs (the Mac II vx), I could hardly keep from jumping out of my pants. I bought that computer and, fortunately for everyone, I had to sit still, as it took forever to simply open an image. In the following years, I dropped the design part of my business and focused on photography-my true love. In 1999, I started to use digital cameras profession-ally-with surprising success, considering the infancy of the technology. When the Nikon D1 was released, I was first in line to get one from my local dealer. I believe this camera started the whole evolution of digital SLR cameras as we know them. It was the first pro digital camera that was the size and weight of a pro film SLR. It handled well, shot fast, and went on location easily. I was hooked. Almost immediately I converted our studio to a full digital workflow.

One of the key concepts I share with other photographers when doing presentations is the mind-set of “just ask.” Ask for what you want and don’t be afraid of the consequences. This was something I wasn’t always good at. However, I decided to make a change and take a chance. I submitted some of my digital wedding work to a trade magazine, and they decided to run a feature on me and also connected me with Nikon, who then asked to use my images in advertising and also for me to do a presentation at the Wedding and Portrait Photographers International’s (WPPI) annual convention, which I highly recommend.

My presentation was on digital wedding photography and the work I had done with the Nikon D1. I had already shared some of the digital techniques I learned at smaller presentations, but this was the largest by far. I wanted to show people that digital was the future, that it opened the door to creative possibilities rarely seen with film, and that the workflow could be managed efficiently. Obviously photographers were convinced, and I soon began receiving requests to speak at conventions nationwide.

My life and business have never been the same since. Doors just opened. Photographic artists, as with many other types of artists, often shy away from self-promotion and, as such, they never really receive the recognition or appreciation they deserve. We all have wonderful gifts to share-either in the form of photographic talents, technical know-how, or sales and marketing skills. The more we share, the more we learn ourselves. I decided to share everything I could think of about digital and our business, and the results were surprising. Did the competition use the information to their advantage? Yes. Did it hurt my business? No. My business continued to grow every year. Call it karma, call it “what goes around, comes around.” Ask for what you want, and don’t be afraid to share. It’s a winning combination.

While this book is packed full of technical information and practical hands-on tips, I’ve purposely kept the techniques simple and to the point. Nobody likes to read through lengthy technical gobbledygook-except me-so I’ve provided the straightest path whenever possible. You should be able to jump to a section, find the technique or information you need, and get down to business.

While our photography business has consisted mainly of wedding, portrait, and commercial clients, the systems and techniques can be applied to almost any photographic discipline. Fine-art photographers as well as high-volume school studios can benefit equally. The concepts are similar no matter what you shoot and at any volume level. Similarly, whether you charge $5 or $500 for an 8″x10″ print, the techniques can save you time and money, and raise your image quality as well.

My intention for this book is to provide quality and detailed technical information while also inspiring photographers at all levels to look closely at their lives and businesses to see where improvements might be made. It was supposed to be a technical manual with a “secret” inspirational message hidden within-but I guess that secret’s out now. Photography is one of the best businesses/lifestyles a person could ever choose. Enjoy the ride!


DOWNLOAD ACTIONS!


Throughout this book, you’ll find references to downloads that are available to readers. To access these, visit the publisher’s website at www.AmherstMedia.com, click on the title of this book, and enter the password K1809. A complete set of custom actions is also available for purchase from the author at www.KubotaWorkshops.com.






2. DIGITAL ESSENTIALS


Digital capture has in a sense loosened photography by demanding less, not more, technological expertise from photographers.
This, surely, is a good thing: shifting photographic skills more to the visual and imaginative, and away from the technical.

—Michael Freeman



[image: ] THE NEW DIGITAL PARADIGM

This chapter will cover the most essential digital skills and concepts, some of which may be very new to you, if you’re coming from a pure film background. If you’re new to digital, making the transition may be daunting at first, but hang in there-you’ll be a digital guru in no time. Photographers who have a background in stock photography may find the transition quite natural and an amazing productivity booster.

We’ve divided our digital world into four distinct categories (see chart, next page). Each flows from one to the next. Some photographers are stronger in one area than another. For example, you may love working your images in Photoshop but have trouble with the image management part, and thus your images are scattered all over and take too much time to find, edit, or present. Each part complements the next, and the more balanced your knowledge and skills in each area, the more your studio operations will flow and the better your image quality.


[image: ]
A loose, less than technically perfect image with great impact.
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The phases of the digital system.



The concepts that will be introduced are part of an interrelated system. Steps taken in one phase of the process are often done to facilitate movement through the next phase. Sometimes it’s not completely obvious why we do something to, or with, an image until we move closer to the final presentation. Bear with me, there is a method to this madness! Take the time to educate yourself and refine your skills in each area. Balance is the key to becoming a Digital da Vinci!

While the details will be covered in the following chapters, here’s a brief look at the phases of the digital system.

[image: ] DIGITAL CAPTURE

This is probably the easiest transition to make, unless you were a negative film shooter, and I don’t mean that in a bad way-pun intended. With negative film, photographers could overexpose their images by as much as three or four f-stops, and the labs could save the images. You often didn’t even know how off the exposures were, unless you took the time to look at the density numbers on your negatives. We photographers just went on our merry way, thinking we could pull off a good exposure with our eyes closed-which happened quite often, actually.

Digital cameras are not as forgiving of exposure mistakes, especially overexposure. Retraining yourself to make accurate exposures is an essential first step toward success with digital imaging. On the same note, photographers who are skilled at exposing transparency film will have an easier time making the transition. Expose for the highlights and err on the side of underexposure, if at all. Moderately underexposed images (down to two f-stops sometimes) can be made printable with a few good Photoshop tricks up your sleeve (see chapter 7). Capture also includes modifying your camera settings for the best final-image quality. Most cameras come from the factory with default settings that make your images look good when they first pop up on the screen. Manufacturers set them up for the lowest common denominator. They don’t expect you to read this book and become a more refined user. It’s important to keep in mind that some of the camera settings we’ll recommend for final image quality may make images look less appealing straight out of the camera, but the payoff comes when making final, retouched, color corrected, enhanced, and enlarged images.

[image: ] RAW VS. JPEG: THE MAIN EVENT

Digital images come in two basic flavors, RAW and JPEG. Each camera manufacturer has their own proprietary RAW format and the files may be named with extensions like: .nef, .crw, .raf, .tif, etc. RAW files contain the data straight from the camera’s sensor, without in-camera software manipulations. This leaves the door open to modify image settings later, in the comfort of your studio, rather than at the time of the shoot. Some of the settings that can be modified later include white balance, hue and saturation, contrast, and sharpening. Many digital photographers don’t take the time to do a proper custom white balance at the time of the shoot (we’ll deal with you later!), and capturing in RAW enables you to correct for this after the fact.



Benefits When Shooting RAW


	RAW files are captured with 12 bits of color information, giving the best exposure latitude, tonal range, and postproduction options. These are true “digital negatives.” JPEG files are captured with only 8 bits of color information (for now anyway), and thus less information is available for postproduction.

	When you shoot RAW, the only camera setting that is not changeable later is the ISO setting.



[image: ]
Test performed on a Nikon D70 with Lexar 80x WA 1GB CompactFlash card.




[image: ]
A low-contrast scene shot with auto contrast ruins the image. Selecting the low-contrast mode would have softened the lines and shadows under the eyes. Fortunately, this can be somewhat improved in Photoshop.



Considerations When Shooting RAW


	The files require longer write times.

	RAW files require considerably more storage space.

	These files require slightly more post-processing time and steps.


JPEG files, in comparison, are significantly smaller and slightly faster to write from camera to card. This is because JPEG files are inherently compressed to make them an efficient image-transfer format. The compression compromises image quality, however. Compression artifacts are subtle but present in JPEG files, and therefore any further image manipulations and adjustments may magnify these artifacts. Care must be taken in capture and in post-processing to maximize image quality when shooting in the JPEG format. With this is mind, we created what we call the “raw JPEG.”

The “Raw” JPEG Concept Explained. To allow ourselves as much post-processing leeway as possible, we tested various camera settings and evaluated their effect on final image quality, where typical corrections and enhancements were applied to the images in Photoshop. Our goal was to create a theoretical “raw” JPEG file-one that is as close to its original state when captured by the image sensor as possible. The following are the settings that we find essential for a “raw JPEG.”

Sharpening Off (or as Low as Possible). Sharpening in camera is purely a software by-product. Real RAW files do not have any sharpening applied to them in their native form. Therefore, we turn sharpening off so that JPEG files do not receive any software sharpening either. Sharpening should always be the last step in an imaging workflow, especially after any image interpolation. It can’t be the last step if it’s done in the camera!

Contrast Set to Low. This protects against capturing an image with too much contrast, with blown-out highlights and blocked-up shadow detail. A low-contrast image can easily be brought into full contrast range in Photoshop, whereas an image with too much contrast is nearly impossible to completely recover from. Using auto contrast on a digital camera can also be unreliable, as it will often create a higher-contrast image from a scene that really should remain low contrast (see example above).

ISO as Low as Possible. The higher the ISO, the more shadow noise becomes apparent. Always use the lowest ISO possible for the given shooting conditions.

Make a Custom White Balance for Each Scene. To do this, use a device like the ExpoDisc or a gray/white card (see chapter 4 for details). Making a perfect white balance can be quick and easy with the right tools and the dedication to make it part of your routine. The benefits are great. Images will have true, vivid colors, with little or no color correction work necessary. Skin tones will look warm and healthy. Since JPEG files should ideally receive as little post-capture correction as possible, getting the white balance right in the camera will mean a major improvement in image quality. There is an added benefit when using two or more cameras on a job. If every camera is custom white balanced, the colors will match almost perfectly when integrated in editing.

Select the Highest-Resolution JPEG Setting and Least Compression. In most cameras, this means using JPEG fine mode and a high quality setting. Since even full-resolution JPEG files are so small when compressed, there’s very little reason to shoot in a lower-resolution mode. Give yourself the most information to work with and use high resolution. Choosing these settings will minimize compression artifacts, which can be more obvious when an image is enlarged later.

Many of these settings will be covered in more detail in chapter 4. While we recommend capturing images in RAW format whenever possible in order to allow utmost image quality and flexibility, there are times when JPEG files are desired, and the above settings will help make the most of your JPEGs.

[image: ] MEGAPIXELS AND RESOLUTION

This is the fun stuff. No really, you’ll be an expert in no time. While not the most exciting aspect of digital imaging, understanding your megapixels and resolution is key to understanding how to deliver images to clients, labs, magazines, etc. It’s also important to understand so that you can properly enlarge (via interpolation, see chapter 7) an image when necessary for wall prints.

Let’s see how simple we can make it. A 6MP camera has roughly 6-million pixels. When you open an image in Photoshop, the only thing that determines the file size of the image are the total pixel dimensions, not the resolution! Many people get confused or worried when they see 72 pixels/inch in the Resolution box. Not to worry. Resolution has nothing to do with the actual size or quality of your image until it is printed.

You can change the resolution to anything you want, without hurting the original image quality, as long as you don’t change the actual pixel dimensions. The output size of the image is, however, directly related to the resolution. In other words, if you want higher resolution, the pixels will be printed closer together (for a less pixelated-looking image) and won’t cover as much total area. This means the printed dimensions will go down proportionately.

When we change the resolution, we simply change how densely the pixels are displayed. A 3008x2000-pixel image will be printed at 42″x28″ when set to 72 pixels/inch, whereas the same image can be changed to 300pixels/inch and the printed dimensions will go down to 10″x6.6″. If the same image is set to 250 pixels/inch, the printed dimensions will go to 12″x8″. Catch the drift?


[image: ]
Photoshop Image Size Dialog Box. Turning Resample off allows you to see relationships between size and resolution.




[image: ]
Photoshop Image Size dialog box with the Resample Image option turned on.



Let’s use the metaphor of a piece of stretchy fabric. In this 8″x10″ piece of fabric the threads are laid out so as to give us a 300 thread count-just like the fancy sheets at the linen stores, nice and silky. The threads are so tightly woven together that you can barely see them and the appearance is smooth and uniform. This is our image at 300 pixels/inch.

Now, let’s take the stretchy fabric and pull it from the sides so that it’s now 16″x20″. As you can imagine, you’ll now start to see the gaps between those threads as they are pulled apart. If we counted and measured them, we’d see that they are now spaced at 150 threads per inch instead of the original 300 threads per inch.

These gaps are like seeing pixelation in a low-resolution image.

We can theoretically stretch or squash this fabric to any size we want, and each time the density of the threads changes proportionately. We never actually add threads or take any away, right? The number of threads (pixels) of the original fabric (image) never changes, they are just observed (printed) differently. This is the fabric (or image) in its natural form.

But wait, you need a different size and resolution combination. No problem, this is where Photoshop uses its brain and brawn. When you need an image with different size/resolution specifications than what you get in the above scenario (e.g., you want a 16″x20″ print, but with 300 pixels/inch resolution, instead of the natural 150 pixels/inch), Photoshop will resample the image-which is another term for interpolation. Simply put, this means Photoshop will add or subtract pixels to maintain the original look and detail of the image as much as possible.

Keep in mind that whenever you resample an image, you sacrifice some image detail when compared to the original in its natural form. However, the loss is usually acceptable (often unnoticeable), and it is the only way to achieve the goal of matching a size and resolution that is not in the natural proportions.

In chapter 7, we discuss the best ways to use the Photoshop Image Size dialog box to achieve your output size goals. There are specialty programs on the market to help you resize images while preserving details, but generally you can achieve comparable results using Photoshop alone and a few little tricks-which will be covered later as well.

People often wonder, “How large can I print my digital images?” The answer is simple, “How large is your printer?” In less sassy terms, that means there’s really no limit to the size print you can make. Generally, the further you take the image from its natural size, the more apparent sharpness you lose. However, we’ve made billboard images from a 2.7MP camera before and they look great-at the proper viewing distance. Obviously, a higher-resolution original will give better detail.

If you use the proper capture settings, resample your image properly, and keep in mind your appropriate viewing distance for the size of the print, surprisingly good results can usually be achieved.


[image: ]
Higher-resolution originals provide the best detail in prints.




3. CREATIVITY AND INSPIRATION


Creativity is allowing yourself to make mistakes. Art is knowing which ones to keep.

—Scott Adams



[image: ] WHERE DOES IT COME FROM?

In keeping with our concept of balance, or the Digital da Vinci model, it becomes important to remember to nourish our creative needs amidst all this digital technobabble. Technical efficiency can be a very satisfying thing, but the real spine-tingling, goose-bumping experiences come from the creation of a really awesome image.


[image: ]
A creative “mistake” that resulted in a photo that was a keeper. Image by Clare Kubota.



When you are in the groove, you’re shooting and everything is just flowing. You find yourself aware of everything happening around you. You turn just in time to capture a wonderful embrace across the room. Your exposure is dead on. You get a gut feeling and wheel around, only to immortalize another perfect moment as a father embraces his daughter with a tear streaming down his cheek. You get a wild idea to pull your bride and groom outside just as the sun is setting and climb in the back of a classic convertible. They love the idea and you create some of your favorite images. When you’re in the groove, everything just flows. It seems effortless, and the ideas just seem to pour through you.

There is a classic book by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi called Finding Flow (Basic Books, 1998). In it, he describes this concept of flow, as sort of a nirvana state that happens when we are completely absorbed in something we are very skilled at. It is like being on autopilot, where you no longer have to think about how to perform, you just focus on the performance. Your skills are so highly developed that they are second nature and you can react automatically.

This is what happens when we are so comfortable with the technical aspects of our craft that we can focus purely on capturing the perfect moments. Our intuition, which is immensely valuable to us as photographers, can be heard loud and clear. We can respond to hunches and ideas without the distraction of how we are going to pull it off technically.

In order to hear our true creative voice, we have to silence the technical chatter as much as possible. This only comes with time and experience, but it helps to remind yourself that learning the technical skills will help you be more creative as well.

Does this mean we have to be technical geniuses to be creative? No, not at all. I’ve seen wonderfully creative work from amateurs and beginning professional photographers with very limited technical knowledge. But, the more they refine their technical skills, the more creative they become. It only gets better.

[image: ] THE CREATIVE PROCESS

In photography, like with any other creative process, there is a simple system to help get your juices flowing. In creative writing, the final product is built in three stages.

Free Write. This is the process of letting your ideas flow to paper. No concern is given to grammar, completeness, or final usage-just open the door and let it flow. No idea or statement is too crazy.

Edit. Now we take a step back and start to edit. Rearrange sentences if necessary, make sure everything makes sense. Pick better words and refine your descriptions. Pull out unrelated or undeveloped ideas.

Rewrite. Fine-tune and put the piece into its final presentation form.

With photography, we use a similar process:

Free Shoot. Digital really has come to our rescue here. Let your imagination go wild. Try any idea that comes to your head. No concern should be given to limiting your exposures, within reason. Often when trying to capture a fleeting moment, taking three to five shots in a row will deliver that one perfect image. Don’t hold back.

Edit. With the powerful tools we have for organizing and batch processing images, this task becomes less daunting. Delete the experimental images that didn’t work, the fluff shots, and the warm ups. Edit down your images and save only the best of the best.

Prepare to Present. The presentation is extremely important with photography, make it count. Use Photoshop to extend your creative vision-make the images sing. Think of how your images can best be displayed or shared. Will a slide show with music enhance the mood? Clean museum-style mats? High-quality framing?

Before digital photography, the process was similar, but we were always aware that each shot cost money in film and processing. Subconsciously, we occasionally held back. Also, we couldn’t immediately see the results of our experiments, and subsequently we didn’t get as excited about them or push ourselves to try more.

A stack of proofs or slides makes for long work of editing down 2000 or so images. Not so with digital. We can breeze through them, mark them, hide or show what we want, enlarge or reduce, categorize, sort, etc. It’s a much more streamlined and controlled process.

Making enhancements on film images was impractical or expensive at best. Each image had to be scanned, and the Photoshop skills for making the enhancements or corrections were not widely known. Everything is different now.

Lastly, the presentation methods were limited. We basically put together contact sheets, a stack of proofs, and a typical album or folio. Not many options were available. If we wanted to go beyond the basics, considerable effort or expense was involved. Now, like Superman with his kryptonite shackles removed, we have the power to do amazing things. It’s good to work digitally.

[image: ] TECHNIQUES FOR CREATIVITY AND INSPIRATION

Inspiration and creative ideas can come to us in many forms. Some great methods used by photographers to nourish their creative souls include:


	Going to the movies-any excuse is good, right? Isn’t that a business write-off?

	Going to museums and art galleries.

	Reading industry magazines and trade publications.

	Taking “observation trips” to sit and watch people-perhaps at a coffee shop.

	Reading novels that are exquisitely written so as to evoke vivid scenes in your imagination.

	Traveling to foreign countries. Nothing stimulates the mind like immersion in an entirely new culture.

	Listening to music. Create a music video in your head. Imagine the characters, the mood, the lighting, and the angles you would shoot it with. Thinking like a cinematographer can have a positive effect on your still photography. Think of ways to capture movement and make one shot flow into the next.


In addition to those mentioned above, the following are in-depth techniques that we use to boost creativity and stay inspired.

[image: ] SAY “BOOM” WHILE WATCHING THE WORLD

This is the process of using a mental trigger to connect your mental practice with physical performance. The idea that mental practice enhances performance is not new; in fact many studies through the years have proven it to be true, with athletes in particular. Here’s an example study from Research Quarterly (vol. 38, 1967):


Three groups of students practiced free throws in basketball for twenty days. Their performance was tested at the beginning and end of that time period.


	Group 1-physical practice-they improved 24%!

	Group 2-no practice-no improvement at all.

	Group 3-mental practice and imagination only-they improved 23%!




What we can deduce from this is the fact that visualization is a critical tool for enhancing performance. This rings true with photography as well. The key, however, is to connect your visualization to the act of photographing. This is done with the mental trigger, “boom.”

Here’s how it works: When you watch the world, make a habit of taking time to imagine how you would photograph it. Watch the interactions between people, the subtle movements and gestures, the key moments when the peak of action will occur. Practice your timing and anticipation. Think about the lens you would use and the lighting; then when a moment presents itself, say “boom!” Okay, now you don’t have to shout it out and give away your stealth advantage, just say it quietly to yourself.

This verbal trigger makes a connection between what you see and pressing your camera shutter button. When you pick up your camera, say “boom” quietly to yourself again during the normal process of photographing and the connection is further strengthened.

Anticipation and timing are keys to good photography, and this exercise directly improves upon both. It can be done any time, all the time, and the benefits will grow the more you practice.

[image: ] PROJECTS

Give yourself projects and self-assignments. It keeps you alive-creatively speaking. Remember when you studied photography in school, or started to learn it yourself. The projects were the catalyst for great ideas and portfolio pieces. They were a chance for you to do whatever you wanted, within the scope of the assignment, without the constraints of a client’s expectations. Of course, we soon realized that it’s not always like that in the real world-but we don’t have to lose that creative excitement.

Self-assignment is key to keeping your creative ball rolling. It’s all too easy to get caught up in the day-today “job” of producing images for a fee. We can’t forget, however, that we also love what we do and need to stay motivated. Self-assignment is a way to freely experiment with new ideas and concepts; it allows you to reconnect with the reasons you love photography. A well-executed project or self-assignment will almost always produce a new portfolio piece.

One great way to do projects is to work with your photographer friends. Set up a monthly meeting and rotate responsibility for coming up with the monthly project. Everyone does the shoot together, or separately, and shares their ideas and results. This type of group effort helps to break down those barriers to working and sharing with other photographers. Your closest competition can also be your best friend-it’s actually better that way.

Here are some project ideas:

Movie Scene Re-Creation. When watching movies, we often see beautiful lighting or compositions. We don’t always take the time to analyze them, however, to learn from what we see. Try renting or buying a DVD you like with great photography. Play the disc on your computer. Pause the disc at a beautifully lit scene or interesting composition and analyze it. What is it that you like about it? The mood or the unique angle of the lighting? Maybe it’s a special color effect or treatment. Now, take this mental picture with you and work to recreate the key elements of it with a photograph of your own. This is a great exercise to help identify what moves you in images, then to translate what you see into a new image of your own.

Emotion Scavenger Hunt. Photo hunts are great fun. They train you to find new ways to see the world, and to be creative under (slight) pressure. Try making a list of emotions instead of objects and pick five or ten for a group or solo hunt. Look for emotions like elation, melancholy, peaceful, excited, sultry, etc. Don’t limit yourself to looking for emotions in people, they can be captured in the mood of a place or scene.

Detail Collages. Instead of taking the typical overview shot of a place or scene, try to convey the feeling of the place, or its essence, with very tight detail shots. Think intimate and moody. It is often the little details that make a place (or person) so unique and interesting, not so much the big picture. Tell the story with ten or twenty images, then put them together as a collage. Chances are, you’ll feel a deeper connection to your subject this way and will remember it much better.

Blur the Details. This project feels amazingly refreshing if you have always been a very controlled, technically accurate shooter. Instead of capturing images that are tack sharp, force yourself to take a series of blurry or out-of-focus shots. Some of you may do this every day anyway, so this is for the rest of you. The great thing about this exercise is it forces you to focus (not literally) on composition, light, shadow, color, and form. You can think more cinematically and capture movement. Try a whole series of images this way and you may be surprised at how much you like it!


[image: ]
A detail collage from a workshop in Tuscany, Italy.



Of course, the list could go on and on. Brainstorm a little and come up with your own challenges. Make it a routine and you may never find yourself bored or at a loss for new ideas again.

[image: ] USE CREATIVE TOOLS

Professional Lenses. As professional photographers, we want our images to look nothing like Uncle Harry’s. Chances are, Harry is using a 35-70mm zoom lens with an f4.5-5.6 aperture and flash on camera.


[image: ]
Portland photographer, Craig Strong-a mad scientist and creative photographer of the highest order-created the Lensbaby. This inexpensive lens is one of the most fun and unique products a digital photographer can add to their bag. (Note: The lens returns to normal, straight position when it’s not being manually focused.)



One way to separate your images from the amateurs’, other than taking better photos, is to leave no room for comparison to a “consumer” camera image. Try using wide-angle lenses in the 12-24mm range, fisheye lenses, or 85mm and above. Also use as large an aperture as you feel comfortable with-f1.4 to f2.8 if possible. Even group shots can be taken with an 85mm lens if you position yourself far enough away, and the results are quite beautiful.

Consider a Lensbaby. What’s a Lensbaby? I’m glad you asked. This is a funky new lens that allows for manual control of tilt and swing effects. The simplicity of the lens and the beautiful, organic-looking effect it gives is very refreshing in our high-tech digital world. The sweet spot of focus can be placed anywhere in the frame and the other areas go out of focus. The resulting images have soft, diffused edges that look as though there is motion blur and have a dream-like feel. (See Resources for contact information.)

TTL Flash. Some cameras, like the current Nikon line, include the ability to use off-camera, wireless TTL flash. This is an awesome tool for creative lighting effects as well as for creating more professional-looking standard lighting setups. By taking the main flash off the center of the camera, you can create more depth with dimensional lighting that defies typically flat on-camera flash looks.


[image: ]
An image shot with the Lensbaby on a Nikon D70. Original color image converted to black & white using our secret formula (revealed in chapter 7).



Use a Monopod. Find ways to get your camera into unexpected locations. One fun idea for wedding or party receptions is to mount the camera on a monopod. Then, use a wide-angle or preferably a fisheye lens and set the camera to self-timer mode with a three-to five-second delay. Focus lock the camera at a typical subject distance, release the shutter button, and lift the camera high above the crowd for a bird’s-eye view. What fun! (See facing page for an example of this type of image.)

Integrate Point & Shoot Digital Movies. Bring along a compact camera that captures movies. Many current models are inexpensive and can capture full-motion, full-sized video clips (30fps @ 640x480). The point here is not to take the job of a videographer but to capture just a few little details and moments. A parting shot on the dance floor or a few great clips of people laughing are always a hit. Some cameras even have a time-lapse feature that can be used to capture the setup, use, and breakdown of a ceremony site or reception area. These are fun little tidbits to include in a slide show or DVD for the wedding client.

[image: ] BE A GROUPIE

Shadow Shoot. If you can find the right photographer to allow you to shadow them, then this is a lot of fun. The purpose is not to be an assistant, or even to “watch” what they do, but to allow you the chance to shoot without the pressure of the job. You can shoot from the sidelines, capture completely candid images, and focus on timing, anticipation, and creative angles. Try some new exposure or lighting tricks. The key is not to get in the main photographer’s way. You may also want to offer your images to the photographer to sell to their client-but don’t ever try to sell your images to the client directly. This is not for profit, but purely for the practice and the experience of shooting a different way.

Sacrifice Yourself. Be a slave for a day. It’s good for you. Be an assistant and watch how another photographer works. Offer your services for free. You’ll get ideas you never thought of, no matter how experienced you are. You may also discover that you are already doing some things a lot better than you initially thought-which can be a great confidence booster.

Team Shoot. Rally up a few of your photographer buddies or buddettes and plan a shooting date. Hire a model together, if needed. Pick out a great location or subject matter and plan for the shoot just like it was a real job. Acquire props, a makeup artist, and wardrobe, if necessary. You can almost always come up with portfolio-quality images, and it’s great fun as well. Staying fresh and excited about photography is key to long-term success. Find ways to keep the ideas and energy flowing.


[image: ]
A high-flying bird’s-eye view of the action using a monopod and five-second self-timer.




[image: ]
Developing intuition allows you to capture spontaneous images with little warning or planning. You simply “feel” them about to happen.




[image: ]


Start a Group. This might be done with the same associates that you team shoot with. Plan a regular meeting-maybe once a month. Each month, a different member can come up with a presentation for the group. They can share a new technique they’ve learned or style they’ve seen. If someone is less experienced, they can initiate a stimulating discussion on a particular photographic topic or famous photographer’s work. Remember, sharing is caring, and nothing but good can come of it in the grand scheme of things.

Develop Your Intuition. As Jonas Salk said, “Intuition will tell the thinking mind where to look next.”

This is one of the key skills you can master and use for every part of your business. Learning to recognize and listen to your intuition will help you to read your clients better and capture their true personalities. It will alert you when a key moment is about to happen-even if you aren’t consciously aware of its significance. Your intuition will also help you with business decisions and career moves. The power of intuition is underestimated and often misunderstood.

Intuition is not a mystical, stargazers’ kind of super power-it’s a real and practical skill we all possess. Not everyone recognizes or trusts it, however, so it often takes some practice to make it work in day-to-day situations. The first important step toward tapping into it is to believe in it. Take it seriously. Once you’re over the hump of thinking, “this is crazy hippie stuff,” you can quite literally amaze yourself. It’s your choice.

Some may prefer to call it “gut instinct.” This is much more familiar, so if you’re afraid of getting too metaphysical, feel free to substitute this phrase wherever you see “intuition.” Sometimes it’s difficult to put a concrete value on something so intangible, but learning to recognize and trust in your intuition can literally change your life and business. It’s happened to me many times. In fact, most of the major career and life decisions I’ve made have been done from a “hunch”-a seemingly farfetched idea that just popped into my head. Instead of ignoring it or rationalizing it away, I started to develop a virtual scenario in my head to see what could happen if I really followed through. The key is to keep the negative, self-doubting thoughts out of your head. Those little monsters!


[image: ]
Learning to recognize and listen to your intuition will help you to read your clients better and capture their true personalities.



Here are just a few examples of where my life or business was changed for the better by trusting my intuition-not for the purpose of being boastful, but simply to share how intuition really is effective.

I met my wife, as a teenager, through a youth program called Civil Air Patrol. I still have no idea why I decided to attend the first meeting-the program was geared toward training teens for ROTC programs-which I had absolutely no interest in. As a teen, it was unlike me to want to go to any organized activity, but for some reason I went-and there she was. That was in 1983, and we’ve been best friends, husband and wife, and business partners ever since. I couldn’t imagine my life without her. What drew me to that first meeting?

In 1995 we had a thriving photography business in Southern California. Business was steadily growing and we had developed a good reputation in our area. We took a road trip and stumbled upon a small town in Oregon, where we stopped to rock climb, then have dinner. We took a walk after having dinner in a quaint restaurant, and said to each other, “Let’s move here.”

A few months later we had bought a house in Bend and moved with no idea what to expect for the business. It was a very small town compared to the one we lived in in Southern California, and we wondered if we could even come close to the income we were accustomed to before.

After the first year in Bend, our business nearly doubled, and it has grown steadily ever since. I now realize that so many of the innovations and good business decisions we made grew from necessity-from being in a remote location. Moving to Bend was one of the best decisions of our lives, and it was based purely on intuition.

In 1998, I started to get a taste of digital cameras and immediately felt that this was our future. I didn’t “wait and see” but dove right in. Although we learned many things the hard way, we learned them well. Because of our early adoption of and experience with digital, we were able to offer a product that very few other photographers were offering at the time. We also learned enough to start training other photographers in the art of digital, which has also been a wonderful complement to our photography business. Had I not trusted my gut and jumped in-despite the odds against immediate success, would I be writing this book today?

Soon after we started shooting digital, my style changed immensely, and I felt for the first time like I could really photograph the way I loved to. I followed a very small voice in my head that told me to send images in to a magazine for review. This was very out of character for me at the time. But my intuition said to do it, and I did. The years ever since have been like a whirlwind of exciting opportunities and new experiences. Doors magically opened and wonderful people walked in. I can trace it all directly to that intuitive voice telling me, “Take a chance, share your work.”

Making Intuition Work for You. The hardest part of tapping your intuition, beyond learning to trust it, is learning to recognize it. Then, what do you do? Do you act on every little crazy voice in your head? Will they take away your house and family and commit you to a padded room with nothing but a cheap PC and Photoshop 3.0? Oh, horrors no! Here’s a simple system for making it work:

Recognize the Thoughts. You can usually recognize an intuitive thought or idea by how seemingly random it may appear. It’s not necessarily something you’ve worked up to, or developed, it just pops in your head. It may even appear as a totally random thought, like “walk into that store” when you are heading somewhere else. Intuitive thoughts often lead you places, they are not always the answer in themselves. Such leading thoughts are most useful when photographing.

Brief Analysis. Stop, look, and listen. Give the thoughts some thought. This should be done when a full-blown concept or idea, rather than a “leading” thought, hits you. Contemplate the “worse case vs. best case” scenarios. If this idea actually worked, what would be the benefit? If it failed miserably, what would you stand to lose? If the potential wins outweigh the loses, then move to the next stage.

Develop the Idea. Now it’s time to write the idea down and talk it over with others you trust. Be sure, however, that your “board of directors” are not intimately involved with the results or their opinions will be biased. Unless you know they are intuitive by nature or can listen with an open mind, hold off on sharing your ideas-just for a while. When you have a firmer plan, with detailed pros and cons, present the idea. It’s a good practice to keep a journal with all your ideas and the basic details that support or develop the project.

Put It into Action. If the idea has passed the last test and still looks feasible, make it happen. Take the first step now. If you wait, the energy behind the idea diffuses and it’s difficult to recover. We slip back into our daily routine and habits-where we are comfortable-and the grand idea slips slowly away. Change is hard. One of the weirdest ironies in life is that change is hard, yet change can be so good. Remember this key: just because you start something doesn’t mean you can’t change your mind later. It is okay to abandon a project if you learn or feel that it really isn’t working. If this idea came from intuition, there’s a good chance that you have learned something valuable in the process or have been lead to something even more significant. Your first intuitive thought may not always be the final answer you need.

Act on Intuitive Impulses. Impulses, or leads, are a little different than ideas. They don’t always give much more information than, “talk to that person” or “walk down this pathway instead.” There often is no obvious reason for the thought. This is what separates them from an educated intuitive lead. For example, you may be at a party and already know that a certain person in the room would make a good business contact. Your gut tells you to go introduce yourself. This is an educated lead, and there is nothing wrong with that. Recognizing an intuitive lead is equally, if not more, important. With intuitive leads, there is rarely an obvious reason for the hunch. It remains to be discovered.

We can use this type of impulsive intuition regularly when photographing. Don’t be afraid to act on an impulse when you’re scratching your head for fresh images at a shoot. Worrying about what the client will think if the idea sucks will rob you of your originality.

Some of the most creative and successful people in the world are simply acting on and following intuitive impulses that others choose to ignore.

[image: ] INSPIRATION FROM GIVING

One of the strongest forms of inspiration can also come from giving your photography services away. Some of the most poignant and meaningful letters or comments of gratitude come from the people who receive your services through charitable work. There is immense power in a heartfelt thank you.


[image: ]
When you realize what an impact your work has on the lives of everyday people, you simply put more value on your gift in your own mind.



One thing we’ve noticed as well: when you realize what an impact your work has on the lives of everyday people, you simply put more value on your gift in your own mind. This is an important factor for both business success and, even more importantly, feeling that your life has a purpose. It has often been said that even more satisfying than money is the feeling that what we do matters. Wow, heavy stuff.
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