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The Digital Age of Photography Notes by syndee holt 
 
To be a good silver-halide photographer (film) you needed a lens, something to light tight to hold the 
film plane.  You needed to know chemistry, physics (the histogram, the Ansel Adams Zone method), 
math (inverse square law, foot candles), and art. It helps to be a fairly good artist with a brush, pencil 
and airbrush to correct those little things that sneak in to the photo.  Silver-halide will make a 
comeback for high-end photography. 
 
To be a good digital photographer you need to know hardwares and softwares 

and a whole new language (megapixels, TIF, JPG, PNG, resolution) . You need to understand data 
storage, data transfer, formatting and those cool retouching/photo-editing tools like magnetic lassos, 
clone stamps, duplicate layers – and the histogram. 
 
 
Before you buy a digital camera, you should consider how you plan to use the camera and 
then compare the pixels, resolution and compression of various cameras to best suit your 
needs.  Variable aperture selections, light metering and lens latitude are next. 
 

• Let’s start with the Mega-pixel legend.   
 

o I call it a marketing legend.  The advertisers would have you believe that the mega-pixel 
count is the ONLY qualifier for camera quality.  Truth is a 3.3 mega-pixel is capable of 
printing a photo-quality 8x10.  According to Jack Reznicki in PEI, Nov/Dec 2003 issue, 
“My 6 megapixel Leaf Valeo digital back in the day had been plenty…and they used 
only half of the capture file on those billboards – 3 megapixels for a 25-ft billboard.” 

 
 
File Storage: 

• TIFF – uncompressed format most suited for printing but BIG files – do NOT email these! 

• JPG – photo format with tons of colors, lossy compression – you choose amount of 
compression – everytime you save, you compress and the lossless platform will start to “lump” 
similar colored pixels together causing fringing.  Remember detail is just the difference in 
colors from one jpg to another!  Jpg does not support transparent layers 

• GIF – limited colors, best for line work and logos. Supports transparent layers 

• RAW – archival format essentially an original file with full detail. Many cameras (and phones!) 
support RAW files now and provide software to view/edit them.   

• PNG – Larger than a jpg, but they are lossless files and they support transparent layers – this 
is the current preferred way if you can’t save a RAW file. 
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• I store most of my images at 6x4 inches/300 dpi (1800x1600 pixels) in PNG or TIF format. I’ve 
submitted this size for publication for at least 12 years with no issues. I’ve also had prints as 
large as 20x24 created from this size. 
 

What is a pixel? 
 
Traditional photography relied on chemicals placed in the gelatin layer of the film to store the 
recorded image.  Digital cameras rely on image sensors (CMOS or CCD)  on small chips to store 
their recorded images.  These sensors contain millions of light sensitive diodes called photosites that 
convert the light into an electrical charge – the brighter the light, the higher the charge.  The levels of 
electrical charge are then converted into digital numbers that are used by the computers to recreate 
the image.  Computers work in binary codes of numbers. 
 
 
 

Each of these photosites contains a pixel – the literal building-blocks of 
your image, and each image can contain millions of these pixels, 
depending on the resolution of the camera.  (Millions is expressed as 
Megapixel). Your photo resolution is dependent on how many of these 
pixels exist in your file. Computers divide this information into bit-maps, or 
grids containing pixels in order to recreate your image. 
 
Would you be surprised to know that the pixels in your camera only 
capture brightness of your image and NOT color? 
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How does the eye see color?  Sunshine is actually a rainbow or spectrum of color.  If you look at a 
green ball, what you are seeing is all the colors of the solar spectrum hitting the ball.  The ball 
absorbs all the colors EXCEPT the green portion of the spectrum, which it reflects to your eye.  Your 
brain perceives the vibration of the green wavelength and translates the emission to your concept of 
green.  Everything in the universe shimmers and vibrates with these electromagnetic vibrations that 
we perceive as “color”, the human eye can only detect a very small portion of the spectrum of these 
wavelengths. 
 

How does the camera see color then if it only records black and white? Your camera pixels 
each have a color filter that only allows in that color.  The interpolation process allows the camera to 
interpret the color by using the color information passed through that pixel's filter and the pixels 
immediately surrounding it.  There are twice green filters than any other color because the human eye 
is more sensitive to it.  YAY because film used to be red sensitive, so if you had freckles they always 
showed up MUCH stronger in photos. 
 
Definitions: 
 

• Focus – the point of sharpness in a photo; the focal point is where the light rays meet on the 
recording plane (used to be where the film was) after passing through the lens.  Don’t be 
tempted to use your Sharpness tools too much!  It should always be the LAST step before 
saving the file. 

  
Normal sharp Over sharp 

 

 

• Exposure – the amount of light that is allowed to pass through the lens to the focal plane 
(where the camera records). Cameras still average the light in your image to 18% grey, so we 
often have to alter our exposure to “trick” the camera into recording 
the image the way WE want it.   

o Some point-and-shoot digital cameras do not allow you to alter 
the exposure, but even most of our smart phones now will 
allow you to alter exposure.   

o Google how to change exposure on your camera model if you 
can’t find it!  

o  A +number is adding exposure (making it lighter) and a -
number is lessening exposure (making it darker) 

o If shooting on a white background, you want to INCREASE 
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your exposure (called over exposing) so that the camera will record that white 
background as white and your clay design will pop on the white.  

o If shooting on a darker background, you may need to decrease exposure to drop that 
background out the way you envisioned it. 

 
 

o Exposure preference is most often on the AP setting 
on your DSLR dial (by the dreaded green A for 
Automatic!) 

o An (accidentally) UNDER exposed photo will look 
flat, muddy, poor detail. 

o An (accidentally) OVER exposed photo will like very 
light, with highlights blocked up (show no detail). 

o If you take the camera/phone off manual then you 
deal with something called the “Exposure Triangle”- 
aperture (how much light you let into the lens), 
exposure (how long the light is allowed in) and ISO 
(overall sensitivity setting.  A holdover from film). A GREAT website that explains all this 
is found at http://bit.ly/synstriangle 
 

 

  
Under exposure Overexposure 

 

• Exposure is often expressed in 
a Histogram that looks like a 
big black mountain. It’s actually 

http://bit.ly/synstriangle
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a graphic representation of the data in your image. 
o The left or black triangle is shadows 

o The right or white triangle is highlight detail 
o The middle or grey triangle is the mid tones 

o The left and right triangles should be positioned right where the black (data) starts to 
rise.   

o Use the middle triangle to move to the LEFT to lighten midtones (like the area of 
your palm in a photo).  

  
Photo as taken Right triangle moved to start of detail. 

Middle triangle moved to left to open 

midtones (palm area) 

 

A Few More Definitions for you! 
 

• Shutter Speed – the time the aperture is open to allow light onto the focal plane. Almost all 
digitals will warn you of slow shutter speed.  Slow speeds cause blurring of moving objects or 
overall blurring from camera shake. (This is usually P on your DSLR camera dial) 

 

• Light ratios-the numerical difference between highlights and shadows.  1:1 means no 
shadows.  1:12 means extreme difference between light and dark. A very overcast day is 
about 1:2.   Bright daylight is about 1:8.   We try to shoot about 1:1 to 1:3. 
 

• Contrast – the distance between white and black in your photo.  
 

  
Low contrast High contrast 
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• Saturation – the amount of color in the photo 

 

 

  
Low saturation High saturation 

 

 
 
Depth of Field: 
 Depth of field is defined at the distance between the nearest and farthest objects in a scene that 
appear acceptably sharp in an image. 

• The rule for depth of field is 1/3 in front and 2/3 in back. 
o IF YOU KEEP YOUR CAMERA ON 

THE CENTER WEIGHTED FOCUS 
(Factory preset) it will automatically 
account for this rule with your 
autofocus. 

• A short depth of field can help focus your 
viewers’ attention on something you feel 
significant in your image. 

•  
Composition: 
The classic Rule of Thirds 
 

• Most cameras will allow you to keep this diagram on 
your viewfinder 

• You want to place items of interest on one (or more) 
of the blue dots or intersections. 

• You want to place items you don’t want attention 
drawn to as far from one of these intersections as 
possible! 
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•  

 Bad composition here!   The flower is on the intersection and the pendant is lost waaay down below. 

• Can you create impact by breaking this rule?? ABSOLUTELY!  
 
Visual Space 
We need to allow the viewer’s eye to be able to travel 
comfortably through our images (and focus on each of the 
4 intersections of the composition).  
 

• Architectural photography is a classic example of 
this – the viewer needs to see a visual path through 
the space. 

• We can create that space when photographing our 
jewelry by opening the clasps or creating the “urge 
to untangle” 

• Tell a Story is 
another way to 
present a create 
image that will grab your viewers attention 

o Visually explain what the item is used for like the poker 
chips and the cards 

o Use one of the components of the piece as a prop in the 
image like the bail of wire 

o Use props to enhance the message of your business 
(using seaweed for Silver by the Sea), to show relative size of your piece or possible 
uses  

 
 
 
 
SETS: 

• Sweeps – the easiest and 
cleanest way to take your picture.  
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o Sweep a sheet of poster board taped to a wall down onto 
a tabletop 

• Surfaces – tiles, table tops, concrete 

• Props – props help the viewer determine size and can reinforce 
your image 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Controlling Your Lighting: Diffusion  

• Shoot in any bright light using a diffusion screen. Make one 
from frosted shower curtain liner! Staple to a wooden frame 
or stretch on PCV pipe. 

• Position the diffusion screen between the light source and 
the subject. Lean it back and forth to “focus” the light on the 
subject. 

• Inexpensive (and expensive) diffusers can also be 
purchased. 

• Not daylight? Use a desk lamp or other indoor light source. 
 
Controlling Your Lighting: Reflection 

• You may need to “bounce” some light into the shadows of your subject.   

• Position the reflector on the shadow side of the subject, angled to face the light source 

• I prefer to use a white card (sized from index card to poster board) to bounce the light back in. 

• Professional reflectors can also be used. 

 

 

 
Subject in open sun Diffused with shower 

curtain diffuser 
Diffused image with gold pro 
reflector bouncing back in 

 
 
Shooting Silver! 

• Use your photo editing software to desaturate (remove the color) the silver  
o Desaturation will help make reflections less noticeable 
o Desaturation removes any reflected colors (color casts) and makes the silver look clean 

and bright again! 
o Saturation tool icon is normally a sponge – make sure to change it to desaturate instead 

of default saturate! 
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Silver on left has warm color cast.  
Silver on right has been quickly 
desaturated to remove the cast.  
Looks clean and expensive again! 

 
SOFTWARE: 

• Photoshop is king.  (CS2 is available free now)  
o Nik Tools is available for free download now -google the phrase “free Nik Tools 

download from Google”.  
o My favorite photo app on my phone is SnapSeed (which is made by Nik Tools)! 

SnapSeed is available for Iphone and Android! 
 
 
PHOTO TOOLS I USED! 

 

 
Etekcity 24 inch 5 in 1 portable mini disc 
collapsible photo reflector (Amazon) 

Lastolite LL LR3528 mini trigrip 
reflector sunlite/soft silver (Amazon) 

 
 

 
Thanks for taking the time to learn a little more about your camera!  My 
goal is that you may now have the confidence to explore the 
possibilities of your equipment and maybe even move the dial off 
AUTO! Make informed decisions instead of lucky shots… 
 
  
 
 
 
 

 
Please don’t share or reproduce this document without my permission! 


