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PHOTO  CONVERSATIONS...

Best Lenses
Following on from the last conversation...

Lenses are a critical point of your photography. Again, brand is irrelevant. You can have the most expensive 
camera, but this will not offer you the best results with old/cheap lenses attached. Likewise, you can use a cheap 
camera with the best optics for fantastic results. How about that old saying – you must have a good camera? 
The correct answer should be – No, I have good glass!

So what are good optics?

The simple answer is that over 90% of lenses made in the past 2-3 years will be of a high to very high standard, 
especially over $1,000. Most older lenses will be performing well up to about 16MP, but as you go higher in 
your sensor size, older lenses will stop offering you the best (sharpest) results. This is because they are not able 
to resolve the information required for the larger sensor. Note that many photographers, do not realise this 
issue. This can affect the quality of your work and your perception of how good your work actually is.

Lens testing has become popular. In fact it has been around for a long time. All lenses are tested by both the 
manufacturer and companies like:
1. https://www.bhphotovideo.com/explora/photography/tips-and-solutions/how-test-your-lens
2. https://www.dpreview.com/reviews?category=lenses
But to be honest, the simplest way to look at lens quality is - “you get what you pay for”. 

Points to cover include: 
1. Ease of use – handling.
2. Weight.
3. What are you going to use it for? 
4. A point of sale for many lenses today 
is how rugged and weather proof they 
are. 

ALTERNATIVE LENSES
A few of the old companies are still 
making fantastic lenses. The three that 
stand out are Sigma, Tamron and Tokina. 
A new breed of other lens manufactures 
has also arrived, interestingly as 
interchangable lens camera sales are 
down. Why are sales down? Because of 
smart phones. The Compact camera market is dying (or dead) and some people that would have been talked 
into an D-SLR, are now happy with a smart phone, or a compact Mirrorless setup. 
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INTERESTING STORY...
In 1986, I undertook a shoot for 
Queensland National Parks & Wildlife 
Service in far north Queensland. I 
came back to their Brisbane office with 
several hundred Kodak 100ISO E6 
Slides to add to their library. The two 
parks photographers were very excited 
with the results and could not believe 
the quality – sharpness and colour. I was 
using brand new Canon cameras (T90) 
and lenses. We had a good discussion 
about this and while I would love to 
say that it was my photography skills, 
(LOL) in fact we narrowed it down to 
the following couple of points: QNPWS 
were using Nikon gear bought over 15 
years earlier – old 1960’s/70’s technology. They were still using Kodachrome 64. These two factors made a 
difference and in particular with contrast. This rarely mentioned topic is often the difference for ‘perceived 
sharpness’ in lenses like those made by Leica and Zeiss. They are sharp, but are they sharper than the best Sony, 
Nikon and Canon lenses? How about Olympus and Fuji? I feel strongly that often the difference is in fact, a 
difference in contrast rather than technical sharpness. 

The following year, the parks service budgeted for a new kit, buying Canon with immediate ‘better results’. 
The point of this story is not that any brand is better, rather that the most up to date equipment will on most 
occasions, offer you the best results. This is a key reason why you are seeing so many lens upgrades in the last 
few years. 

EVERYONE IS AN EXPERT?
In this modern age, more and more experts are actually ‘lounge chair experts’. Be aware of this and aim for 
information from photographers (or companies) that shoot regularly in the field, or use proven professional 
methods. 

You can add to this, photographic sale people. Again, many do not often shoot, it is simply a job for them. Find 
a passionate photographer/sale person and stick to them. The few dollars that you save buying on line may 
come back to cost you a lot of money from a lack of the best information. I would suggest walking into a store 
and asking – who is your most experienced photographer in the store who shoots regularly? This could be a 
young gun who is very passionate about photography. For them, it is not just a job.

I do not want to big note, but the simple fact is that I am one of the few photographer/teachers in the world that 
can say that I have used Canon 5 times, Nikon 4 times and Sony twice. My vast field experience adds weight 
to my passion to help photographers with the right equipment and information. This is the type of person you 
want help from before those important spending decisions!
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BOKEH...    
What is this thing that most of us cannot usually say correctly 
(pronounced bok-uh or bo-kay), or spell? It is Japanese in origin 
and refers to the background blur or lack of. Bokeh has a mixed 
reference to background blur, but the term is most often used to 
refer to the circular orbs created by out of focus points of light. 
Sometimes, this light is obvious, like unfocused street lights. At 
other times the lights may be more subtle. Background bokeh 
is common, but bokeh can also sometimes be in the foreground 
of an image. How do you maximise Bokeh? Easy, the more the 
background (or foreground) is blurred, the more likely it is that 
you’ll capture circular bokeh. To help – shooting with a fast lens 
with a wide open aperture can maximise bokeh. This could be an 
f2.8 lens or faster, but slower lenses can also create great Bokeh, if 
used correctly. It is all about depth of field (DOF) or lack of it and 
highlight points. (Or lack of...)

My big tip - don’t get hung up on this point. And for KISS best Bokeh 
(soft background) results - work to the fact that your subject needs to be well separated from the foreground or 
background - use a wide aperture setting and critically focus on the main subject. TIP: Subtle movements by 
yourself, as you look at your subject through the camera, will slightly change the background angle and thus the 
look. This is a point that often makes a nice image - fantastic!

MTF CHART - for geeks...
MTF (Modulation Transfer Function) describes how well a lens can reproduce fine details, measured as the 
degree of contrast achieved between finely spaced lines.

Have I lost you yet...? Read on as you might find this interesting.
Right is the MTF chart for the new Sony 24-105mm f4 lens. I have bought this lens, knowing it will be sharp 
throughout its range due to its design, special glass used and the MTF chart. To be honest, I know from 
experience that the latest lens will be the best ever and that the other technical points are for the pedantic. I 
personally do not bother with charts and incremental details. No lens made by any of the manufacturers in the 
past 2 years, over $1,000 will offer you poor results.

Don’t lose sleep over the following...
[1]  Contrast (%)  [2] Distance from optical center of lens (mm)  [3] At 24mm [4] At 105mm [5] Spatial 
frequency [6] 10 line pairs / mm [7] 30 line pairs / mm [8] Max. aperture [9] F8 aperture [10] R: Radial values  
T: Tangential values
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MAKE DO...
Hope you are back with me.
Making do is important to travel photographers, or those seeking KISS freedom! Gone is the era of taking four 
lenses to Africa. I did this for over a decade. The reason for the change is that many older zoom lenses were not 
sharp throughout the range. We often used more fixed focal length lenses. Now I can take 2 lenses – 24-105mm 
and a 100-400mm. Why just 2? Both are super sharp, fast, light weight and mobile, plus we can now capture 
more information with larger sensors. Yes I can crop my Sony 42MP file 50% and I still have 21MP to use and 
with a 400mm lens, suddenly I have equivalent to a 800mm focal length - this has changed my photography! 

TIP: Continuing the ‘make do’ theme – I can add a very light weight extension tube (future information to 
follow or google) and use the same 24-105mm or even the 100-400mm for higher magnifications. It is not a 
true macro lens, but when my aim is to travel as lightly as possible – it works. (Plus cropping...)

I shot this puma in 
December 2017 with 
the Canon 5Ds and 100-
400mm lens. The top 
images has a little cropping. 
I have so much information 
available from the 50MP 
file and the lens is so sharp, 
that I could print this image 
to 5m, easily. This is where 
a combination of large MP 
sensor and sharp optics are 
worth every cent!

E: darran@worldadventures.com.au   W: www.worldphotoadventures.com.au
Page 4



DID YOU KNOW THAT YOUR SENSOR SIZE MAY HAVE AN EFFECT ON YOUR LENS?
In a nut shell, 35mm size sensors are the default numbering system for lenses. So all of the smaller sensor 
cameras offer a magnification factor.
1. An Olympus/Panasonic Four Thirds sensor has a 2X factor. So a 12-35mm lens is in fact a 24-70mm lens.
2. A Nikon D500 camera has a 1.5X factor. So a 10-22mm lens is in fact a 15-33mm lens.
3. The Sony a7RIII is a 35mm sensor. So a 12-24mm is, 12-24mm.
4. Larger format cameras – lens numbers work the opposite.

Do you know the magnification of your sensor? It all has to 
do with the ‘angle of view’ offered. Check this when looking at 
buying a lens for a particular use. My new 12-24mm lens offers 
an angle of view of 84 to 122 degrees.
This can have an important bearing on your lens choice and in 
particular, future moves to new cameras.

Not all is equal in the lens world. As an example, the Four 
Thirds sensor lenses inherently offer more depth of field (DOF) 
than a 35mm version. This means that the same magnification 
at f8 will have more area of sharpness. This is one of the reasons 
that Olympus has recently released several ‘fast lenses’. (Also for better low light shooting.) 

TIP: All of our lenses will perform at their optical best when around f8-f11. For cheaper lenses (under $1,000) 
knowing this fact can help you to shoot sharper images. As you spend more money on a lens, most aperture 
values will perform well. The next important technical tip is that you have a fast enough shutter speed to stop 
blur. This is for another conversation...

WHAT I LOOK FOR IN A LENS...
The big question! If I told you how many lenses I have owned since 1979, you would be shocked. From the 
cheap and nasty, to $16,000 specialised lenses. Then I had a $10,000 body! All had a reason at the time of 
purchase. Some I bought for one job and others I bought for specialised interests like bird photography. The 
best tips I can offer for purchasing a new lens is that you:
1. Have a good reason why you need it. 
2. Are you going to use it. I hear time and again, “I thought I would use it”.
3. Be prepared to save up for the best glass – it is worth it! This could make a big difference to your results.
4. Just because the lens is big and offers great glass, does not mean it is the best choice for you. As an example, 
I buy 24-105mm f4 lenses any day over a 24-70mm f2.8. Before buying a lens, you can ask yourself – “do you 
need the fastest version of the focal range you are considering?” Fast lenses weigh more, cost more and unless 
you use them correctly, will offer you less.
5. Do you already have a lens that could do the job? Maybe you are using it incorrectly?
6. Check tests and available information, but be careful that it is a reputable reviewer.
7. Again, camera brand is irrelevant.

Looking at buying a new kit, or you would like help on this topic? Please feel free to email me - 

darran@worldadventures.com.au

Shoot Creatively… 

DARRAN
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