Shoot THE Raw by Ron Cork
Again I am not suggesting removing your clothes before taking the shot. This is about capturing nature and the things around you, as you find them. The subject ranges can be from plants to people, animals to annoyances, mountains to the miniscule and down to the meniscus.
What do you need? The obvious things are a camera (doh!), subject matter (double-doh!) and the willingness to actually get out there and look for/at it. Have you ever looked at someone else’s image of say a ‘nature’ scene, of a tiny animal against an extremely blurred background, a landscape with a range of distant hills that all look like they were softly brushed with different shades of the same colour, or a section of a flower or other plant that leaves the actual behind and becomes an abstract? Have you wondered “How did they do that”?

The answer is really quite simple and obvious. They went out and looked around. Most likely the shooter had to actually get down on bended knee and even more likely with a close-up shot, lay flat on the ground. It is a fact that for some images, you have no other choice but to ‘get down and dirty’, if you want the shot. It is another surprising fact that your own backyard is choc full of potentially fabulous images, but to find them you need go out there, in your baggy worst, get your head close to the ground and just stay there for a while and watch.
All manner of creepies and crawlies will soon be marching past your vision. If you look at and through the undergrowth and let your eyes go in and out of focus, a range of images will start to immerge from the mess of grasses and shrubbery. Make sure you take your camera and maybe a small tabletop tripod or a bean bag. If you have a macro-zoom lens, all the better. Being able to zoom in on a ‘distant’ subject without shifting position is very handy. Being able to focus as close as 10cm or better is almost priceless.
A ‘macro’ lens allows you to get the front element really close to a subject and still have it in sharp focus. But not all macro lenses are equal. Some (most) of the macro-zooms are called ‘macro’ simply because they will focus closer than 1m (and some not even that close), but when compared to the regular zooms, which can’t focus closer than 3m, they get away with the label. A ‘true’ macro lens is one that will allow the subject to be rendered life-size or 1:1, and still be in focus. But 1:1 is necessary only for specific needs. Unless you are shooting for scientific purposes, close enough is good enough, you can always crop/zoom later.

A big ‘claim to fame’ of a macro-zoom is its ability to render the background as a totally fuzzy blurred abstract non-descript ‘mess’. This is just what you need to help make the main subject stand out. Provided you keep the most important part of your main subject in sharp focus, you can pretty much ignore what happens to the rest of the frame. One thing to watch for though, before you press the shutter release, is distractions. Check everything in the viewfinder, edge-to-edge. Make sure there are no bright distracting things that will (eventually) take your eye away from the main subject. If there is, reframe, move slightly up or down or sideways. Most often it takes a movement of just few cm to make a big difference.

If you can’t keep that annoying white flapping sheet on the clothes line from intruding into your image, get a piece of dark/black card or mount board and place it, at a discreet distance, behind your subject. If there is not enough light for the speed/aperture you wish to use, get out your hot-shoe flash, mount it on a tripod (or have an assistant hold it) at a high angle (say 30-45 degrees up and about arms-length to one side of you) to mimic the sun. You can also drape a piece of white fabric (a hanky works well) a little distance in front of the flash to act as a diffuser to spread the light a little more evenly and to help hide the fact that you used a flash. You will of course need a cable or have a wireless controlled unit for this. You can buy inexpensive trigger units, to fire your flash remotely, from camera shops or web-based outlets. Unless you have experimented and worked-out how, using your flash unit on-camera, or the pop-up flash, will not really do the job. For a better looking shot, the lighting should look natural and on-camera flash rarely does, at least not without knowledge of good technique.
So how would you expose for this type of shot? First, use aperture priority mode (Av), choose a near-wide-open setting (say f4 on a 3.5 lens) or better still, f1.8 if your lens opens that far. This will help blur the background and helps with capturing the maximum amount of light (flash may not be required). Focusing at these settings is critical. Depth of Field is minimal. With a macro lens, DoF could be as little as a few mm. If shooting an animal or insect, concentrate on the eye area. Get the eye(s) sharp and forget the rest. Later as you experiment more, try this selective focusing technique using progressively smaller apertures, to bring other parts of the subject into better focus. Partly blurred subjects, in a controlled way, can be very attractive in the final image. Check out some of the really good nature/animal/insect images that are available on a squillion image sites the web. Have fun, and don’t forget to relax, lay there, look around you, and take it all in, before you press the shutter release.

