Darran Leal’s
PHOTO TIPS
# 3 - DEPTH OF FIELD (DOF)
A series of quick tips to help you improve your photography and
inspire you to new results.
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Note that the following information is general in nature due
to the many different cameras available and situations to
shoot. If you have difficulty with the suggestions, your camera
setup might require a slightly different approach. Use this
information as a starting guide only.
DEPTH OF FIELD is one of the most powerful tools to being
creative with photography. It can control ‘the look’ of your
image. We have many ways to control this today with the
starting point being our choice of aperture. Open up your
aperture and you will let in more light to the sensor. However,
this also offers less area of sharpness and a faster shutter
speed. Close down your aperture and the opposite occurs. If
you have closed your aperture down to f16, can you hold your
camera? Is the shutter speed slow?
The example apertures on the right show the difference from
an f4 setting to an f22 setting. One lets in more light and the
other a very small amount of light. Yet the small opening has
the greatest area of sharpness - D.O.F
Your choice of lens also plays a part. The caiman and fish image
was shot with a longer telephoto lens (around 200mm) at f5.6.
Compare the area of sharpness to the sand dune image. This
was shot with a 16mm super wide angle lens at f11.
Controlling D.O.F is a fantastic tool to explore. Don’t be shy
to shoot the same subject with a wide open and closed down
aperture. Most important, is that you VISUALISE all of this
before shooting.
TIP: Did you know that most lenses perform at their optical
best at about f8-f11? This is why some lenses are so
expensive. They will perform well at all apertures. Few lenses
perform well when closed down to f22 or more.
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Should you race out and buy a specialised ‘fast lens’ to
create limited depth of field? (D.O.F) I say no as often you
can use other techniques and equipment to do just as good
a job. Ideally, use the gear you have already and save the
money for adventures. A longer focal length will help. I have
shot many cultural portraits with a 400mm lens at f5.6. I also
use a 24-105mm f4 lens. I enjoy that extra telephoto reach
(compared to a 24-70mm) and for me, f4 works fine. the
Himba lady below was shot with a 24-105mm @ f4.
The mushrooms on the right show a sequence of images
using a 100mm macro lens. F2.8 for the top image to f11 and
finally f22. Note how more mushrooms can be clearly seen in
f22. But the shutter speed was very slow. I had the camera
locked at ground level on a tripod.
Once you are more confident and better understanding your
interests in photography, then a fast lens can be a powerful
tool. Any lens f2.8 or faster can create fantastic looking
images with excellent background blur and highlight blur
(bokeh). Negative, more weight and such lenses are more
expensive to buy. I suggest that you test such lenses before
you buy. A key point I see in the field is that many owners of
these lenses rarely use the feature that they bought the fast
lens for - wide open minimal depth nof field.

ABOVE
How you hold your camera and the angle of your body is
important. I like to have legs slightly apart and my body at an
angle, not straight to the subject.
BOTTOM IMAGE
Simple setting like 400ISO and f8 or f11 should offer you a
sharp result for this type of result.
LEFT
Read on as to how you shoot sharp moving subjects.
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Landscapes are a key subject to be aware of D.O.F.
limitations. They are also a fantastic subject to be creative.
The waterfall image is a lovely shot. I used my traditional
favourite setting of Aperture Priority, 16-35mm lens @ 16mm
f11 then 4 seconds 100ISO with tripod and a polarising filter.
Creatively, I aimed to achieve a near 3D look by adding close
foreground detail.
A similar opportunity, but a different train of thought, was
applied to the image with the blue crayfish. What a stunning
subject! Aperture Priority, 17-40mm lens @ 17mm f11 then
20th of a second 200ISO, EV to minus 2 stops and TTL flash
to telephoto effect, no polarising filter and hand held. Because
I focused on the very close crayfish (just 30cm - 12” away…)
even with a super wide angle lens and the aperture closed
down to f11, the background is not sharp. This brings your
eye initially to the crayfish.
The image below, of Death Valley was shot in my favourite
location of that trip in 2005. I love to add foreground detail
and then position my camera ‘up and over’ the subject. It
helps with a ‘3D look’. Aperture Priority, 17-40mm lens @
17mm f16 then 180th of a second 100ISO hand held and no
polarising filter.
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Depth of field control mis a power tool in photography. Add good
processiong techniques and you can really start to produce
outstanding looking images. I have seen photographers with
little experience, a low technical knowledge, but a great eye
to capturing the moment, consistently take great looking
images. One of the key technical points they catch onto is
understanding D.O.F.
Guess what, all I can now suggest is that you get out and try
this yourself!

More of these tips will be added from time to time. Please
check our websites. Another great option is to download my
eBook - it’s FREE and loaded with more than 100 pages of
information to help you shoot great images. It is fantastic on
your phone as a quick reference or motivational guide.
Enjoy...
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