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Introduction

The digital single-lens reflex (dSLR) is the great step

upward for photographers who want to expand their

creative horizons — or simply just get better pictures.

Whether you want to become a serious photo hobbyist,

have a hankering to turn pro, or want to take advantage

of the improved control that digital SLRs give you over

your photography, discovering how to use this tool

should be high on your priorities list.

The latest digital SLRs have features that no one even

dreamed of back when I wrote the first edition of this

book, including Wi-Fi and GPS capabilities built right

into many cameras. These features give you the ability to

embed global positioning service (GPS) data in your

images or upload your shots directly from your camera

to your computer or sites like Facebook.

All the major bugs of the earliest dSLRs have been

magically transformed into killer features in the latest

models. Today, you can preview your images by using

Live View features before you snap the shutter. Dust that

collects on the sensor causes much less of a problem

thanks to built-in sensor-cleaning features. You get

better image quality than in earlier models, thanks to

higher resolutions (you can commonly get 16 to 20

megapixels and up, even in low-cost dSLRs), super-

sensitive sensors that can capture images in near

darkness, and inexpensive but effective anti-shake

technology built into cameras or lenses.

Your digital SLR probably can capture extended tonal

range images using a technique called High Dynamic

Range (HDR) processing and grab HDTV-quality video

with monaural or stereo sound.



Best of all, all these capabilities are eminently

affordable. Digital SLRs in the $500 to $1,000 range

today can outshoot the $5,000 professional models of

five years ago and are light-years ahead of even the best

point-and-shoot models. Compared to a point-and-shoot,

the dSLR

Provides more control over what portions of your

image you want in sharp focus.

Boasts lower levels of the annoying grain effect called

noise.

Operates fast enough to capture the most fleeting

action.

If that isn’t enough, you can change lenses, too, adding

superwide perspectives or the huge magnification

possibilities of long, long telephoto lenses to your

repertoire.

Almost all the other advantages of digital photography

come with your digital SLR camera, too. You can review

your image immediately, upload the photo to your

computer, make adjustments, and print a sparkling full-

color print within minutes. You never need to buy film.

You decide which images to print and how large to make

them. You can proudly display your digital photographic

work framed on your wall or over your fireplace. You can

even make wallet-size photos, send copies to friends in

email, or create an online gallery that relatives and

colleagues can view over the web.

About This Book

Technology and techniques — you find both in this book.



Understanding how a point-and-shoot digital camera

works offers you little advantage because such entry-

level cameras don’t give you the creative control that a

dSLR does. However, understanding exactly how a

digital SLR works can help you use its capabilities more

fully.

By mastering the technology, you’re better equipped to

understand how to use interchangeable lenses, set up

speedy continuous-shooting burst modes, apply selective

focus, and shoot under the lowest light levels.

A little knowledge about dSLR technology also provides

the grounding you need to work with advanced

photographic techniques, such as the ones I discuss in

this book. I fill these pages with basic information and

tips that you can use to hone your skills while you grow

as a digital SLR photographer.

Foolish Assumptions

This book is written for both experienced and budding

photographers who have a good grasp on how to use

their computers and navigate the operating system, as

well as at least a cursory knowledge about the operation

of their digital SLR cameras. You needn’t be an expert

photographer; all you need is a desire to improve your

skills and knowledge.

Because dSLRs are a more-advanced type of digital

camera, you might be making the upgrade from a

conventional film SLR. At the very least, I assume that

you aren’t new to photography and have some

knowledge about conventional photography. If so, this

book helps you fine-tune your abilities.

Although most of the emphasis in this book is on picture-

taking, I offer a couple of chapters on image-editing, too.



You can get the most from those chapters if you have

some familiarity with an image editor, such as Corel

PaintShop Pro, Adobe Photoshop, or Adobe Photoshop

Elements.

Icons Used in This Book

I use the following icons throughout the book:

 The Tip icon marks tips (what a surprise!) and

shortcuts that you can use to work more easily with

your digital SLR.

 Remember icons mark information that’s

especially important. To siphon off the most

important information in each chapter, skim through

these icons.

 The Technical Stuff icon marks information of a

more technical nature that you can normally skip

over, unless you have a special interest in the

background info I discuss.

 The Warning icon tells you to watch out! It marks

important information that might save you

headaches, heartaches, and even cash-aches —

especially when your dSLR starts acting in

unexpected ways or won’t do exactly what you want

it to do.



Beyond the Book

Beyond might suggest outer space, but in this case, look

no further than the Internet for these fine resources:

Cheat Sheet

(www.dummies.com/cheatsheet/digitalslrcamerasa

ndphotography): This guide is a quick “feature finder”

that shows you the typical location and layout of the

most common controls found on digital SLR cameras,

along with concise descriptions of what these buttons,

dials, and readouts do.

Dummies.com online articles

(www.dummies.com/extras/digitalslrcamerasandph

otography): The Web Extras for this book include

additional recommendations and tips you can put to

work to enhance your digital SLR’s performance and

utility. I list my ten favorite gadgets priced under $100;

explain how to print your images over the web using

Snapfish, Shutterfly, and other sites; offer tips on

finding the best location to shoot a variety of sports;

and explain the mysteries of firmware upgrades.

Where to Go from Here

Organization is your friend! All the chapters in this book

are grouped together into parts that address a broad,

general area of interest. If you’re especially keen to

know more about a particular topic, such as how to

select the perfect dSLR or its accessories, turn to the

part of the book that includes that material. You don’t

have to read this book in any particular order. You can

absorb each part and chapter on its own. (If I explore a

certain topic, such as shutter lag or infrared

photography, in more detail elsewhere in the book, I give

http://www.dummies.com/cheatsheet/digitalslrcamerasandphotography
http://www.dummies.com/extras/digitalslrcamerasandphotography


you a cross-reference pointing to the relevant section in

case you want more information.) Skim through and

study the photo examples or examine only the odd-

numbered pages, if you prefer. It’s your choice. I hope

that eventually you wade through the whole thing, but

my top priority is delivering the information that you

need right now to take better photographs.



Part I

Getting Started with

Digital SLR Cameras and

Photography

 Learn more about digital photography and much

much more at Dummies.com. Learn more and do more with

Dummies!

http://www.dummies.com/


In this part …

Discover why dSLRs produce better results faster than

other cameras, and you can master the technology

behind these advanced cameras.

Select the best digital SLR for your needs.

Learn which accessories can help you do a better job.

Understand the sensors, shutters, and how exposure

works.

Find a list of the features you need, want, and wish you

had.



Chapter 1

The Digital SLR Difference

In This Chapter

 Discovering why digital SLRs are a big deal

 Exploring dSLR advantages

 Looking at downsides? What downsides?

Now that you can buy a fully featured digital SLR (or

dSLR) for five Benjamins or less, virtually everyone

(including your grandmother) probably knows that SLR

stands for single lens reflex. However, your Nana — or

you, for that matter — might not know precisely what

single lens reflex means. SLR is a camera (either film or

digital) that uses a marvelous system of mirrors or

prisms to provide bright, clear optical viewing of the

image that you’re about to take — through the same lens

that the camera uses to take the picture. The very latest

dSLRs offer an even more interesting option: the

capability to bypass the optical viewfinder and preview

your image right on the LCD (liquid crystal display) on

the back of the camera (which also uses the same lens

that the camera uses to take the picture).

But the key thing to know about dSLRs is that they’re

very cool tools that you can use to take photos

electronically.

Welcome to the chapter that tells you exactly how smart

you were when you decided to upgrade from whatever



you were using previously to a digital single lens reflex

camera. In this chapter, you find out how a digital SLR

transforms the way you take and make pictures, why you

may find the strengths of the dSLR important, and how

even the very few downsides of previous digital SLRs

have been vanquished in recent years. Now that digital

SLRs have become a big deal, you can get in on the

action.

In this chapter, I compare digital SLRs, for the most part,

with point-and-shoot cameras, and explain the

advantages of the dSLR versus P&S models. From time

to time, I also mention a newer type of camera, the

mirrorless interchangeable lens camera (ILC), which is

very dSLR-like. But, for the most part, the comparisons

are between digital SLRs and amateur cameras with

fixed lenses, including point-and-shoot cameras and

superzoom/electronic viewfinder models.

dSLR: dNext Great Digital

Camera

Digital SLRs are now available to suit every budget. They

range from surprisingly capable entry-level models that

barely nudge above the $500 price point, to robust

intermediate models built for avid amateurs with $1,000

to spend, on up to semipro and pro models for $2,000

and up. So, almost anyone who wants more picture-

taking flexibility than a smartphone or point-and-click

camera provides can afford to make the jump to a digital

SLR. If you already have, you’ve discovered that the

dSLR lets you take pictures the way they’re meant to be

taken.

It’s easy to see why enthusiast photographers interested

in taking professional-looking photos embrace these



features of a digital SLR:

You can view a big, bright image that represents

(almost) exactly what you see in the final

picture. No peering through a tiny window at a

miniature version of your subject with a tiny viewfinder

window, or squinting at the LCD of your cell phone or

point-and-shoot camera. Digital SLRs have big and

bright viewfinders that show virtually the entire image,

so you don’t have to wonder whether you chopped off

the top of someone’s head. Using the optical

viewfinder, which comes as standard equipment on

every dSLR, means that you don’t have to squint to

compose your image at arm’s length on an LCD (liquid

crystal display) viewfinder that washes out in bright

sunlight. However, if lighting conditions permit, all

newer digital SLRs also enable you to preview your

picture on the back-panel LCD using Live View (just

like a point-and-shoot camera), giving you the best of

both viewing worlds.

A dSLR responds to an itchy trigger finger

almost instantly. Forget about pressing the shutter

release and then waiting an agonizing moment before

the camera decides to snap the shot. Although newer

point-and-shoot cameras are more responsive than

older versions, few can match the capability of dSLRs

to crank out shots as fast as you can press the button.

Even fewer point-and-shoot cameras are capable of

the 4-to-11 frames-per-second continuous shooting

rates available with some of the digital SLRs aimed at

more advanced photographers.

You have the freedom to switch among lenses.

Yes, there are some non-dSLR cameras (so-called

mirrorless models) that are dSLR-like in many ways,

and can use interchangeable lenses. But none of them



can match the selection of optics available for the

typical dSLR camera, even when you use an adapter

that allows fitting lenses from other camera models.

You can switch among an all-purpose zoom lens, a

superwide-angle lens, an extra-long telephoto lens, a

close-up lens, or other specialized optics quicker than

you can say 170–500mm F/5–6.3 APO Aspherical

AutoFocus Telephoto Zoomexpialidocious. (Best of all,

you don’t even have to know what that tongue twister

of a name means!)

Just be prepared to succumb to lens lust, a strange

malady that strikes all owners of dSLRs sooner or later.

Before you know it, you find yourself convinced that

you must have optical goodies, such as the lens shown

in Figure 1-1 — a telephoto lens that’s absolutely

essential (you think) for taking photos of wildlife from

enough of a distance to avoid scaring away the timid

creatures.

If you’re a movie nut, you can shoot the best

movies of your life. The latest dSLRs are truly all-in-

one cameras, capable of capturing razor-sharp stills

and either 720p or 1080p high-definition movies with

equal aplomb. They produce better-looking movies

than most point-and-shoot cameras, and even exceed

the capabilities and quality of the average dedicated

camcorder, too. There’s an old saying that “The best

camera is the one you have with you.” It’s equally true

that the best movie camera is the one you’re already

holding in your hands when a video opportunity pops

up unexpectedly.



Figure 1-1: Playing with lenses, lenses, and more lenses is one of the inevitable

joys of working with a dSLR.

If you’re ready to say sayonara to film, adiós to poorly

exposed and poorly composed pictures, and auf

Wiedersehen to cameras that have sluggardly

performance, it’s time to get started.

The sections that follow (as well as other chapters in this

part) introduce you to the technical advantages of the

digital SLR and how you can use the dSLR features to

their fullest. When you’re ready to expand your

photographic horizons even further, Parts II, III, and IV

help you master the basics of digital photography, go

beyond the basics to conquer the mysteries of photo

arenas (such as action, flash, and portrait photography),

and then discover how you can fine-tune your images,

organizing them for sharing and printing.

Resolution: Peak or plateau?
Only a few years ago, it was common to buy a digital

camera based only on the number of pixels — measured

in millions of pixels or megapixels — because a camera

with 24 gazillion pixels obviously must be superior to one



with only 18.14159625 gazillion pixels, right? Then

photographers discovered that one vendor’s 18MP

camera produced much better images than another

vendor’s 24MP camera, especially in terms of image-

quality characteristics unrelated to resolution (say, visual

noise or color accuracy).

In recent years, digital SLRs have continued to boast

more and more pixels, but those other image qualities

have gained equal stature in terms of importance.

Photographers are looking at the overall picture, in other

words. As I write this, resolution seems to be averaging

around 21–24 megapixels, with 16–18MP at the low end

for entry-level and intermediate models, and 21–24MP

for more advanced cameras. Because additional

resolution isn’t as important as reduced visual noise and

other image quality factors, I expect resolution to

plateau or peak at the current high of about 36MP

during the life of this book.

Full frame: Is it for you?
So-called full-frame cameras have become more

affordable, with some models available for less than

$2,000. Equipped with sensors the same size as a 35mm

film frame — 24 x 36mm — these cameras enjoy the

double benefit of offering “true” (non-cropped) fields of

view and improved low-light/visual noise characteristics

thanks to their larger, light-hungry pixels. (You find out

more about lens cropping in Chapter 2.) Wide-angle

lenses of a given focal length have a wider field of view

when mounted on a full-frame camera, and conversely,

longer lenses don’t have the same “cropped” telephoto

“reach” as they do on a camera with a smaller sensor.

Full-frame cameras are generally more expensive, larger,

and may force you to buy a whole new complement of

lenses that can bathe their larger sensors with light. So,



whether one of these models is for you depends on what

features you need and how much you want to pay for

them. I explain the advantages and disadvantages of full-

frame cameras in more detail in Chapter 2.

Improving Your

Photography with a dSLR

The differences between digital SLRs and the camera

that you used before you saw the (digital SLR) light

depends on where you’re coming from. If your most

recent camera was a point-and-shoot digital model, you

know the advantages of being able to review your photos

on an LCD screen an instant after you take them. And, if

you’re serious about photography, you also understand

the benefits of fine-tuning your photos in an image

editor. If you’re one of the few remaining holdouts only

now making the long-delayed switch to a digital SLR

from a film SLR, you’re likely a photo enthusiast already

and well aware that a single lens reflex offers you extra

control over framing, using focus creatively, and

choosing lenses to produce the best perspective. And, if

you’re making the huge leap from a point-and-shoot non-

SLR film camera to a digital SLR, you’re in for some real

revelations.

A digital SLR has all the good stuff available in a lesser

digital camera, with some significant advantages that

enable you to take your photo endeavors to a new, more

glorious level of excellence. Certainly, you can take close-

ups or sports photos by using any good-quality digital

camera. Low-light photography, travel pictures, or

portraits are all within the capabilities of any camera.

But digital SLRs let you capture these kinds of images

more quickly, more flexibly, and with more creativity at



your fingertips. Best of all (at least, for Photoshop

slaves), a digital SLR can solve problems that previously

required you to work long hours over a hot keyboard.

Despite the comparisons you can make to other cameras,

a digital SLR isn’t just a simple upgrade from another

type of camera. In the sections that follow, I introduce

you to the advanced features and inner workings of a

dSLR so that you can begin getting the most out of your

camera.

Composing shots with a more

accurate viewfinder
When you use non-SLR cameras, what you see isn’t

always what you get.

Theoretically, an electronic viewfinder (EVF) or the LCD

on the back of a digital camera should show exactly what

you get in the finished picture — and an increasing

number of these do just that, offering a 100-percent view

of the image you end up with. After all, the same sensor

that actually captures the photo produces the EVF or

LCD image. In practice, although an electronic

viewfinder can be used under a variety of conditions, you

might find the typical back panel LCD difficult to view

under bright light. It also appears so small when you

hold the camera at the requisite arm’s length that you

may feel like you’re trying to judge your image by

looking at a postage stamp that’s gone through the wash

a few times.

You probably find the view through an optical viewfinder

window — if it even has one — even worse than the

camera’s LCD screen: diminutive, inaccurate enough to

make chopping off heads alarmingly easy, and offering no

information about what is (or isn’t) in focus.



More advanced cameras might use an electronic

viewfinder, which is a second, internal LCD or OLED

(organic LED) that the user views through a window. You

can find this kind of viewfinder in many so-called

superzoom cameras that have a fixed lens with a

versatile, relatively long zoom range. The mirrorless

cameras I mention earlier (including the various

interchangeable lens models from Panasonic, Olympus,

Fuji, or Sony) also may have a built-in or optional

supplementary EVF-style viewfinder that you clip onto

the top of the camera. EVFs provide a larger image

that’s formed by the actual light falling on the sensor,

and you can use an EVF in full sunlight without the

viewfinder washing out. However, EVFs might not have

enough pixels to accurately portray your subject, and

they may degenerate into blurred, ghosted images if the

camera or subject moves during framing. They also don’t

always work as well in low light levels, when the

available light reaching the sensor must be amplified to

be easily viewed on the EVF. Although an EVF can be a

good compromise between an optical viewfinder and a

back panel LCD, an EVF doesn’t enable you to preview

an image as easily as a dSLR’s optical viewfinder does.

However, some of the newest mirrorless models include

EVFs with up to 2.4 million pixels, and viewing quality so

good you think you’re peering through an optical

viewfinder.

A digital SLR’s optical viewfinder, in contrast, closely

duplicates what the sensor sees, even though the image

is formed optically and not generated by the sensor

itself. What you see in the viewfinder is all done with

mirrors (and other reflective surfaces) that bounce the

light from the lens to your viewfinder, sampling only a

little of the light to measure exposure, color, and focus.



As a result, the viewfinder image is usually big and

bright.

Check out Figure 1-2 and decide which view of your

subject you’d rather work with. You may find the 3-inch

LCD on the mirrorless interchangeable lens model (in

the upper-left corner of Figure 1-2) difficult to view in

bright light; the electronic viewfinder (in the upper-right

corner of the figure) can give you fuzzy images, making

it hard for you to judge focus. The digital SLR’s big,

bright viewfinder (at the bottom of Figure 1-2) is, as

Goldilocks would say, just right.

A dSLR’s optical viewfinder shows you approximately

what is and isn’t in sharp focus (the depth-of-field),

either in general terms (all the time) or more precisely

when you press a handy button called the depth-of-field

preview, which many dSLRs have. You probably find your

dSLR viewing experience more pleasant, more accurate,

and better suited for your creative endeavors. If you

switch to a camera’s Live View mode (if your camera

includes that mode) to preview the image on the back-

panel LCD, you can often perceive depth-of-field.

However, under high light levels, the LCD can be just as

difficult to see as on a point-and-shoot camera.


