Creating Fine Art with Digital Cameras
By Michael R. Anderson

Introduction
Fine Art Photography Defined
Some might ask - So what is fine art photography and how does it differ from straight photography.
According to Wikipedia, “Fine Art Photography is photography that is created in accordance with the
vision of the artist as a photographer. Using photography as a medium to bring something to life that
only lives in the artist's mind. Simply capturing what you see in an artistic way is the art of
photography and not creating fine art. The goal is to express an idea, a message, or an emotion. Fine art
photography stands in contrast to representational photography, such as photojournalism, which
provides a documentary visual account of specific subjects and events, literally representing objective
reality rather than the subjective intent of the photographer; and commercial photography, the primary
focus of which is to advertise products or services.”
Today most artists that work in watercolors and/or oil paints use one or more photos as the starting
point for their artistic creations. Fine art photographers do essentially the same thing, i.e., they start
with one or more image captures of a scene and manipulate they use a computer and photo editing
software to craft their artistic expression of the scene. Digital, fine art photography artists do this
through the merger of different photos, blurring, selective darkening, color manipulation, etc.
Fortunately for us, modern digital photography software tools give us a lot of capabilities in the
creation of unique works of fine art. The result is the artistic interpretation of the scene by the digital
artist which began with a photograph as the starting point.

Depth-of-Field
When you take a picture, something caught your attention that prompted you to compose the scene and
press the shutter. That “something” can be a person, object, etc. Professional photography judges refer
to such as the center-of-interest or as the subject of the photo. It makes sense that the subject of the
photograph should be clear and in focus. That only makes sense but having the subject in focus isn’t
that simple because of the complexities introduced by cameras and lenses. It gets even more
complicated when multiple subjects are present in the scene, e.g. a little girl holding her favorite doll.
These inherent technical issues can cause problems and you need to be aware of them before you snap
the shutter to create that “special” photograph or work of art.
Digital cameras (and smart cell phone cameras for that matter) are capable of focusing automatically on
the subject. Basically the photographer targets the subject and the camera does the rest. Or at least that
is what most people think when they compose their shot and press the shutter. But sometimes it doesn’t
work well and they wonder why certain key elements of their picture is out of focus. Camera settings
and the lense focal length play an important role in determining what will be in focus and it is
important for the photographer to understand the technical issues involved before composing the shot.
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When your camera focuses on an object at a specific distance, all objects at that same distance from the
camera will be in focus. Objects at different distances will be out of focus and will appear blurry to
varying degrees. However, the human eye cannot distinguish very small degrees of unsharpness in an
image. For this reason some objects in front and behind the sharply focused object can still appear to be
sharp and in focus. The range of acceptable sharpness is referred to as the depth-of- field. Thus,
increasing the depth of field increases the appearance of sharpness in certain parts of a picture.
Sometimes you want everything to appear to be in focus and other times you may want to be creative
and have parts of the scene out of focus. Fortunately, you can control this once you understand the
concept of depth-of-field and know how to use your camera settings.
From a fine art photography standpoint, depth-of-field is important and we cannot rely on the
automatic focus settings in the camera to make the right depth-of-field decisions for us. By way of
example, you might be photographing a bee landing on a flower. Typically you want the bee and parts
of the flower near the bee to be in focus but you might want the background blurred. An automatic
setting might cause just the bee’s head to be in focus with the wings, body and flower all out of focus.
The same might be true if you are taking a picture of a cactus. You might want just the cactus in focus
with the mountains behind to be a blur. Your camera’s automatic settings might choose to have the full
scene in focus which might take away the impact of your subject, i.e. the cactus with its sharp needles
in tack sharp focus.
Once you know how to control your camera’s settings, it is pretty easy - When you want to increase the
depth-of-field you simply choose a high aperture setting like F9 to F22. When you want to decrease
the depth-of-field you simply choose a low aperture setting like F2.8 to F5.6. When you choose high
aperture settings so that most of the scene is in focus, a lot of light is needed. If low levels of light are
involved, e.g., at sunrise or sunset, a tripod might be helfpul. When high quality cameras are used in
low light situations, increasing the ISO setting may also help but be aware that increased ISO can
introduce digital noise into the image. Having a tripod handy is always a good idea for a lot of reasons.

Calculating The Depth-of-Field For Your Shot
The easiest way to determine depth-of-field is to take a test shot. Unfortunately, this method isn’t
perfect because it is hard to see the final image in detail on the display screen of the device. It is even
more problematic in bright sunlight because many times we can barely see the image display on the
screen. Like they say, “practice makes it perfect”. If you understand the basic rules, it helps you craft
your shot and determine the correct aperture setting to use. Using the Aperture Preferred Mode setting
of your camera guarantees that you will be in control of the depth-of-field. If you set your camera in the
AUTO Mode, then the camera makes the decisions and luck will determine if the depth-of-field is what
you want for that particular scene.
Some examples have been provided to illustrate the concept and camera settings described above. Take
a look at these shots of the same subject shown on the following page. The only difference is the
aperture setting and the corresponding shutter speed. The camera was focused in the same spot (on the
rhododendron bud) in each picture.
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As you can see from the picture above, all of the leaves appear to be in focus but the ground and some
blades of grass in the back appear to be out of focus. The F16 aperture setting allowed for most of the
scene to be in focus. The rule is - the larger the aperture number the more that will be in focus.
Now lets take a look at the same scene shot a few seconds later with the aperture set at F2.8. As with
the other picture the camera was focused on the rhododendron bud. Observe the differences.
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Notice that this is a much different picture because the leaves in the back are out of focus and the
ground and blades of grass are not recognizable. The only difference is that the aperture was wide open
on this particular lens at F2.8 but the result was a dramatic reduction in depth-of-field.
Be aware that the depth-of-field in a shot isn’t split equally in front and behind the focus point.
Rather about one third of the scene appears in focus in front of the focus point and two thirds
appears in focus behind the focus point. As mentioned previously, the range of the depth of field is
determined by the size of the aperture selected. A wide aperture (low number) will have a very narrow
depth-of-field and a small aperture (high number) will have a long depth-of-field. Try to always
remember this basic rule when you compose your shot in the viewfinder of your camera.
You will find a wonderful web site by DOF Master that allows you to calculate the depth of field for
different cameras, lenses and settings and you can refer to this site to calculate how your camera and
lenses deal with depth-of-field. With that in mind, the web link is listed here:

http://www.dofmaster.com/dofjs.html
As they illustrate in the web link, approximately 1/3 of the distance appears in focus in front of the
subject and twice as much distance appears in focus behind the subject.

When I compose a shot in the viewfinder of the camera I use spot focus metering to target what I want
in focus. As I do this, I mentally factor in that 1/3 of the distance in front will appear to be in focus and
2/3s of the distance in back will appear to be in focus. With a little practice, this type of thinking
becomes automatic as you compose your shots. It works for me so try to incorporate this into your
mental checklist before you snap the shutter.
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The following calculations are for a Nikon D800 camera with a 24-70 lens:
Focal Len:

Aperture

Subject Distance

Focus Start

Focus End

Depth-of-Field

24mm
35mm
50mm
70mm

F2.8
F2.8
F2.8
F2.8

10 ft
10 ft
10 ft
10ft

6.92 ft
8.27 ft
9.08 ft
9.51ft

18 ft
12.6 ft
11.1 ft
10.5ft

11.1 ft
4.36 ft
2.06 ft
1.03ft

24mm
35mm
50mm
70mm

F5.6
F5.6
F5.6
F5.6

10 ft
10 ft
10 ft
10ft

6.92 ft
8.27 ft
9.08 ft
9.51ft

18 ft
12.6 ft
11.1 ft
10.5ft

11.1 ft
4.36 ft
2.06 ft
1.03ft

24mm
35mm
50mm
70mm

F16
F16
F16
F16

10 ft
10 ft
10 ft
10ft

2.84 ft
4.59 ft
6.35 ft
7.74ft

infinity
infinity
23.6 ft
14.1ft

infinity
infinity
17.2 ft
6.38ft

24mm
35mm
50mm
70mm

F22
F22
F22
F22

10 ft
10 ft
10 ft
10ft

2.19 ft
3.75 ft
5.51 ft
7.08ft

infinity
infinity
53.8 ft
17.ft

infinity
infinity
48.3 ft
.9.94ft

More about the Author:
Michael R. Anderson, was awarded a Master of Photography Degree by the Professional Photographers of
America (PPA) and a Fellow of Photography Degree by the Oregon Professional Photographers
Association (OPPA). His photography has received over 100 international, national, regional and local
awards. He also is known for his willingness to help other photographers by sharing his knowledge,
techniques and expertise. He and his wife, Lori, also have records of funding their favorite charities
through the donation of their fine art photography. More about them can be found at:
www.artisticphotoexpression.com
Questions can be directed to Mr. Anderson via email at mrande@teleport.com and you might want to
check out his FaceBook page at:
https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100012380056367

Copyright © 2018 by Michael R. Anderson

Page 5

