Introduction

The coming series of articles on “how to” and “tips to improve your photographs” are based on my personal experience.  My personal belief is that you, the reader, are the final determination of what makes a good photograph.  Not all photographs are meant to be used in high end fashion or news magazines.  

Whenever I meet with a client, my first question is, “What do you want to capture?”  I had one wedding client that asked, “Do you take pictures of the back of the wedding dress and dark, shadowy pictures? Because I don’t want any of that.”  The client was very upfront about what they wanted and didn’t want.  It is the responsibility of the professional photographer to deliver what they want.

My target is to help the non-professional or aspiring hobbyist to improve their photos with some basic tips and concepts.  Ultimately, you want to capture an image of your family and friends that you will treasure for years.  

Improving your photographs

Lighting your subject, in my opinion, is one of the key elements to create an image that will impact your viewer’s eyes.  I understand that some of you like window lighting or dramatic film noir lighting.  Most clients will want to see a well lit photo.

My first recommendation is to purchase a flash unit.  Most consumer cameras have a hot shoe mount that will fit several popular flash units.  My choices are the Sunpack 383 Super ($79.95) or the Vivitar 285HV ($89.95.)  This can be purchased on line from B&H Video/Photo on the link at the bottom of this page.  For some, this may be a steep investment.  However, the additional power produced by these units will greatly enhance your photos, especially, if you are photographing large family groups or in a harsh lighting situation.  Most built in camera flash are of such limited power, my personal rule of thumb is not to be more than 10 feet from my subject.  With the added power of the above units, you can up to 20 – 30 feet of lighting power.  In later articles, I can write about how to adjust your camera (aperture) to get more light with larger groups.  
To aide the flash unit, I also recommend the use of a bracket.  I highly recommend the Stroboframe Quick Flip 350 ($47.95) product.  The frame is not a must but if you can, invest in it.
The equipment listed is designed for more prosumer type cameras.  That is, cameras that have features that most people can start using without having to take a photo course and features that ‘pros’ can use to create the image they want.

What can you do if you purchase a simple point and shoot (P/S) camera?  Most basic P/S cameras have a built in flash with very limited adjustments.  You can still take wonderful photos with them.  Thanks to digital technology, you can preview your image after you have captured it.  Then determine if you want to keep it or retake the image.
Optimizing the limitations of the P/S can be overcome if you are willing to invest in learning the limitations.  The built-in flash as stated earlier, should not be used beyond 10 feet.  One of the most important lessons I learned from a master photographer was how to read the light on the subject.  Look at how the light is falling on your subject.  Assuming that you are photographing a person, see the light on the hair, eyes and the side of the face.  Now, realize that when you release the shutter, the flash is going blast all of the natural light away.  This is where the experimenting with the digital camera and knowing the limitations of your P/S can help.  Start by standing 10 – 15 feet away from your subject, release, then move away another 5 feet.  Look at the results.
The advantage of having flash is that you can be sure that you will get an acceptable exposure if you don’t have an opportunity to redo the shot.  Sometimes the baby will not make that face again.  Even with digital, it can be tedious and time consuming to adjust every photo.  Choose 1 or 2 photos that will make that lasting impression for you.  Some think the digital can do anything, but the reality is that each alteration takes time and patience.  It can become very expensive for the photographer to alter every photo.  My personal opinion is to create a good image first then, if you choose, enhance it to make a great photo.
