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Preface

 

 

 

After taking tens of thousands of photographs of buildings over the years, I realised that I knew rather a lot about it. I looked at photographs by other surveyors and realised, too, that many of them could do with some help. So here it is.


Introduction

 

 

 

There are many books about photography. Most of them will tell you, in some detail, how to photograph flowers, pets and people, not to mention rapidly moving vehicles. They deal mainly with the creation of artistically satisfying images and will also give plenty of detail of the mechanical and electronic processes involved. This book is solely about photographing buildings. It is aimed at the busy surveyor, or other property professional, who wants fuss-free but high-quality pictures for reports, filing, e-mailing or web-posting. Technical detail is kept to the minimum necessary.

A glance at any property magazine, such as Estates Gazette or a textbook such as Structural Surveys of Dwelling Houses (Ian A Melville, Ian A Gordon, Paul G Murrells, Estates Gazette, 1992), shows the importance of photographic images to the surveying profession. Many of these images have been taken by professionals. However, there is absolutely no reason why the surveyor, with only reasonable equipment, cannot produce excellent images that are capable of great enlargement and which will enhance a report (figure 1), provide an aide-mémoire, or can be attached to a database.

This small publication attempts to provide the minimum knowledge that a property professional should have in order to produce quality images. I have concentrated on the practical requirements of the onsite property professional. Cameras are now very sophisticated. The vast amount of theory that used to be a necessary prerequisite for the production of quality images is now less necessary for most purposes. This is not a book for a photo enthusiast who wishes to carry around a whole bag of lenses, tripods and filters.
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Figure 1: Subsidence distortions with (inset) close-up. Such images can enhance your reports

Photographic images are thrust upon us daily. Most of the time, they are taken by professionals and we take them for granted. We have all seen the type of amateur photograph that is out of square, out of focus, blurred, too dark, washed out, or even cuts off the subject’s head. In many cases, these images are poor because the hopeful photographer is trying to exceed the capabilities of the equipment. In other cases, the images are poor because the photographer is trying to exceed his or her own capabilities.

There is no reason why, even with a relatively basic camera, one should produce such awful pictures. Working within the limits of the equipment, and with a little knowledge, one can produce images, which, if not artistic, are at least sharp, correctly exposed, and show the subject properly.

I have deliberately avoided the recommendation of any particular model of camera since the pace of change, especially in digital photography, is so great that all current models will be obsolescent or out of production by the time this publication reaches print. However, I have used images of particular cameras to illustrate a type of camera.

I have no formal photographic training. However, many years ago, I learned not only how to take pictures but also to develop and print black and white photographs and to process colour slide film. Since then, I have used many cameras and, a few years ago, abandoned the use of film for most purposes in favour of digital photography. A quick glance at the folders on my hard disk shows that, in 2004,1 took approximately 16,000 digital images for business purposes. A friend jokes that I am the only person he knows who actually wears cameras out! I hope to pass on the benefit of all this practice.

Finally, there are three basic essentials:

[image: ] When you acquire a new camera, read the camera instructions right through.

[image: ] Read them again the next day.

[image: ] Practice.


At the time of writing, the big photographic dichotomy is between film and digital processes, with digital cameras now outselling film cameras despite the higher initial cost. This section introduces the fundamentals of imaging and underlines the advantages of digital photography.

 

 

 

The photographic process

1

 

 

 

Film

In order to appreciate the benefits of digital cameras for property work, some understanding of film cameras is essential. In film cameras, the image is projected onto a thin, clear, strip of film that bears a photosensitive coating, which is based on silver salts. The action of light changes the chemical properties of the coating to what is called a “latent image”. This cannot be seen, but must be “developed” by a chemical process to produce a visible image. This is a negative image, which, in crude terms, shows white as black, black as white, and colours as different colours. In addition, the presence of an overall orange masking tint makes it less easy to work out the original colours from the colour negative.

Conventional film produces one negative of the image. With care, an indefinite number of prints can be made from this negative but it is a delicate object and must be carefully protected. Any prints, or copies of subsequent prints, inevitably lose some of the original information. Images must be stored physically in a logical order. In the context of surveying, prints must be stuck into documents, and if there are many copies of the document, there must be many copies of the print made by the photo processor. Alternatively, a transparency, a positive image, can be produced. This suffers from the same limitations of copying, and moreover requires inconvenient viewing arrangements.

Most film is 35mm, ie it is a strip 35mm wide, which is a standard produced in the 1920s by Leica, originally for testing movie film.
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