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Introduction
The D5100 is an amazing bit of technology and a very capable tool for creating photographs 
that you will be proud to show others. The intention of this book is not to be a rehash of 
the owner’s manual that came with the camera, but rather to be a resource for learning 
how to improve your photography while specifically using your D5100. I am very excited and 
honored to help you in that process, and to that end I have put together a short Q&A to help 
you get a better understanding of just what you can expect from this book.

q: is every camera Feature going to Be covereD?

A: Nope, just the ones I felt you need to know about in order to start taking great photos. 
Believe it or not, you already own a great resource that covers every feature of your camera: 
the owner’s manual. Writing a book that just repeats this information would have been a 
waste of my time and your money. What I did want to write about was how to harness cer-
tain camera features to the benefit of your photography. As you read through the book, you 
will also see callouts that point you to specific pages in your owner’s manual that are related 
to the topic being discussed. For example, in Chapter 6, I discuss the use of the AE-L button, 
but there is more information available on this feature in the manual. I cover the function 
that applies to our specific needs, but I also give you the page numbers in the manual to 
explore this function even further.

q: so iF i alreaDy own the manual, why Do i neeD this Book?

A: The manual does a pretty good job of telling you how to use a feature or turn it on in the 
menus, but it doesn’t necessarily tell you why and when you should use it. If you really want 
to improve your photography, you need to know the whys and whens to put all of those 
great camera features to use at the right time. To that extent, the manual just isn’t going to 
cut it. It is, however, a great resource on the camera’s features, and it is for that reason that I 
treat it like a companion to this book. You already own it, so why not get something of value 
from it?

q: what can i expect to learn From this Book?

A: Hopefully, you will learn how to take great photographs. My goal, and the reason the 
book is laid out the way it is, is to guide you through the basics of photography as they relate 
to different situations and scenarios. By using the features of your D5100 and this book, you 
will learn about aperture, shutter speed, ISO, lens selection, depth of field, and many other 
photographic concepts. You will also find plenty of full-page photos that include captions, 
shooting data, and callouts so you can see how all of the photography fundamentals come 
together to make great images. All the while, you will be learning how your camera works 
and how to apply its functions and features to your photography.

x n i k o n  D 5 1 0 0 :  F r o m  s n a p s h o t s  t o  g r e at  s h o t s
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q: what are the assignments all aBout?

A: At the end of most of the chapters, you will find shooting assignments, where I give  
you some suggestions as to how you can apply the lessons of the chapter to help reinforce 
everything you just learned. Let’s face it—using the camera is much more fun than reading 
about it, so the assignments are a way of taking a little break after each chapter and having 
some fun. 

q: shoulD i reaD the Book straight through or can 
i skip arounD From chapter to chapter?

A: Here’s the easy answer: yes and no. No, because the first four chapters give you the 
basic information that you need to know about your camera. These are the building 
blocks for using the camera. After that, yes, you can move around the book as you see 
fit because those chapters are written to stand on their own as guides to specific types of 
photography or shooting situations. So you can bounce from portraits to landscapes and 
then maybe to a little action photography. It’s all about your needs and how you want to 
address them. Or, you can read it straight through. The choice is up to you.

q: i Don’t see any chapters DevoteD to viDeo. Do you cover that?

A: I know that one of the reasons you probably bought the D5100 was its ability to capture 
HD video. I have covered some basic video setup information in Chapter 2, but I really 
wanted the focus of this book to be the photographic capabilities and possibilities. Don’t 
worry, though; read the next Q&A and I think you’ll be happy.

q: is there anything else i shoulD know BeFore getting starteD?

A: In order to keep the book short and focused, I had to be pretty selective about what 
I put in each chapter. The problem is that there is a little more information that might 
come in handy after you’ve gone through all the chapters. So as an added value for you, 
there are two bonus chapters: Chapter 11, called “Pimp My Ride,” and Chapter 12, “D5100 
Video: Beyond the Basics.” Chapter 11 is full of information on photo accessories that will 
assist you in making better photographs. You will find recommendations for things like 
filters, tripods, and much more. Chapter 12 will lead you through some video tips and tech-
niques to make your D5100 videos even better. To access the bonus chapters, just log in to 
or join Peachpit.com (it’s free) and enter the book’s ISBN on this page: www.peachpit.com/
store/register.aspx. After you register the book, a link to the bonus chapters will be listed 
on your Account page under Registered Products.

q: is that it?

A: One last thought before you dive into the first chapter. My goal in writing this book has 
been to give you a resource that you can turn to for creating great photographs with your 
Nikon D5100. Take some time to learn the basics and then put them to use. Photography, 
like most things, takes time to master and requires practice. I have been a photographer 
for many years and I’m still learning. Always remember, it’s not the camera but the person 
using it who makes beautiful photographs. Have fun, make mistakes, and then learn from 
them. In no time, I’m sure you will transition from a person who takes snapshots to a pho-
tographer who makes great shots.

www.peachpit.com/store/register.aspx
www.peachpit.com/store/register.aspx
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The D5100  
Top Ten List

Ten Tips To make your shooTing more 
producTive righT ouT of The box

I’m going to go out on a limb here and guess that you’ve already taken 

your camera out of the box and played around with it a bit. I mean, who 

can resist that delicious smell of new electronics and the thrill of playing 

with a new toy? I usually find it easier to sit down and read the manual 

after having taken the camera for at least one spin around the proverbial 

block. Of course, it is totally fine if you are reading this book before 

you’ve got the camera in hand, and I applaud your restraint.

So, even if your camera is (slightly) out of the box, I’ve put together some  

tips to help you get the most out of your D5100 experience. It’s never 

too late to start over and take it from the top. As I mentioned in the 

Introduction, the intention of this book is to extend the usefulness of 

your camera manual by expanding on subjects not covered in depth, or  

by calling your attention to certain aspects that deserve closer inspection, 

all the while taking you to places in your photographic education that 

are far beyond the boundaries of the manual. I want you to know not 

only how to use your camera, but how to use it while improving your 

ability to take the photos you want to take. To that end, there are 

some practical matters that should help you build the right foundation.

1
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poring over The camera

camera fronT

A AF-Assist Illuminator
B Flash Mode Button
C Microphone
D Function Button

E Lens Mounting Mark
F Lens Release Button
G Infrared Receiver
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camera back

E

L

B

F

G

I

H

N

M

A Menu
B Information Edit
C Mode Dial
D AutoExposure/AutoFocus Lock Button
E Command Dial

F Playback Button
G Multi-Selector
H OK Button
I Memory Card Door
J Delete Button

K Playback Zoom In
L Thumbnail/Playback Zoom Out
M LCD/Information Screen
N Infrared Receiver

DA

K J
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poring over The camera

camera Top

A Speaker
B Flash Hot Shoe
C Mode Dial
D Live View Switch

E Info Button
F Movie Record Button
G Exposure Compensation/Aperture Adjustment
H Shutter Release

F

E

G

H

A

B

C
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1. charge your baTTery
When you first open your camera and slide the battery into the battery slot, you 

will be pleased to find that there is probably juice in the battery and you can start 

shooting right away. What you should really be doing is getting out the battery 

charger and giving that power cell a full charge. Not only will this give you more time 

to shoot, it will start the battery off on the right foot. No matter what claims the 

manufacturers make about battery life and charging memory, I always get better life 

and performance when I charge my batteries fully and then use them right down to 

the point where they have nothing left to give. To check your battery level, insert the 

battery into the camera, turn on the camera, and look for the battery indicator in the 

upper-right section of the information screen (Figure 1.1).

keeping a backup baTTery

If I were to suggest just one accessory that you should buy for your camera, it would be a 
second battery. Nothing is worse than being out in the field and having your camera die. 
Keeping a fully charged battery in your bag will give you the confidence that you can keep 
on shooting without fail. Not only is this a great strategy to extend your shooting time, it 
also helps to lengthen the life of your batteries by alternating between them. No matter what  
the manufacturers say, batteries do have a life and using them half as much will only lengthen 
their usefulness. Trust me, thanks to the increased quality of the LCD display on the D5100 
you will spend a lot of time gazing at your images (and eating up battery charge).

FIGuRE 1.1
The LCD displays the 
amount of charge left 
on the battery.
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2. adjusT your auTo off Timer seTTing
One of the things that really bugged me when I first began shooting with the D5100 

was the short duration that the playback and menu screens stayed on while I was 

working with the camera. This can be very frustrating when you are trying to learn 

about the camera and its features and you have to keep pressing the Menu or Info 

button to bring the screen back to life. This is also the case when reviewing images 

on the screen after taking a picture. The 

answer to this problem is to increase the 

timer setting to a longer duration. The 

D5100 has four different settings for the 

auto-off function: Short, Normal, Long, 

and Custom. To make things easy, I set 

my camera to the Long setting when first 

learning how it works, which gives one 

minute for playback/menus, 20 seconds for 

image review, ten minutes for live view, 

and one minute for auto-meter off. Once 

I’ve grown comfortable with the controls, 

I change the setting to Short to increase 

battery life. If you so choose, you can use 

the Custom setting to individually adjust 

each of these options.

seTTing The auTo off Timers

1. Press the Menu button and navigate to 
the Custom Menu tab.

2. Select item c: Timers/AE lock and press 
the OK button (A).

3. Select item c2: Auto Off Timers and 
press OK again (B).

4. Highlight your choice of timer settings 
and press OK a final time to lock in 
your change (C).

n

A

B

C
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3. seT your jpeg image quaLiTy
Your new D5100 has a number of image-quality settings to choose from, and you 

can adjust them according to your needs. Most people shoot with the JPEG option 

because it allows them to capture a large number of photos on their memory cards. 

The problem is that unless you understand what JPEG is, you might be degrading the 

quality of your images without realizing it.

The JPEG format has been around since about 1994. JPEG stands for Joint Photographic 

Experts Group, and the format was developed by this group as a method of shrinking  

digital images down to a smaller size for the purpose of reducing large file sizes while 

retaining the original image information. (Technically, JPEG isn’t even a file format—

it’s a mathematical equation for reducing image file sizes—but to keep things simple,  

we’ll just refer to it as a file format.) The problem with JPEG is that, in order to reduce  

file size, it has to throw away some of the information. This is referred to as “lossy 

compression.” This is important to understand because, while you can fit more images 

on your memory card by choosing a lower-quality JPEG setting, you will also be reduc-

ing the quality of your image. This effect becomes more apparent as you enlarge 

your pictures.

The JPEG file format also has one other characteristic: to apply the compression to 

the image before final storage on your memory card, the camera has to apply all of 

the image processing first. Image processing involves such factors as sharpening, color 

adjustment, contrast adjustment, noise reduction, and so on. Many photographers 

now prefer to use the RAW file format to get greater control over the image process-

ing. We will take a closer look at this in Chapter 2, but for now let’s just make sure 

that we are using the best-quality JPEG possible.

The D5100 has nine different settings for the JPEG format. There are three settings 

each for the Large, Medium, and Small image size settings. The three settings (Basic, 

Normal, and Fine) represent more or less image compression, based on your choice. 

The Large, Medium, and Small settings determine the actual physical size of your 

image in pixels. Let’s work with the highest-quality setting possible. After all, our 

goal is to make big, beautiful photographs, so why start the process with a lower-

quality image?
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seTTing The image quaLiTy

1. Press the i button on the back of the camera to activate the cursor in the 
information screen.

2. Use the Multi-selector to select the image-quality setting, then press the OK 
button (A).

3. When the option screen appears, use the Multi-selector to choose the Fine 
setting, and press the OK button (B).

4. Now move the cursor down one step to choose the image size and press OK to 
get to the options (C).

5. Select the L option to use the largest image size available and press OK once 
more (D).

6. Press the i button again to return to shooting mode.

n

A B

C D
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As you will see when scrolling through the 

quality settings, the higher the quality, the 

fewer pictures you will be able to fit on your 

card. If you have an 8 GB memory card, the 

quality setting we have selected will allow you 

to shoot about 844 photographs before you 

fill up your card. Always try to choose quality 

over quantity. Your pictures will be the better 

for it. 

4. Turn off The auTo iso seTTing
The ISO setting on your camera allows you to choose the level of sensitivity of the 

camera sensor to light. The ability to change this sensitivity is one of the biggest 

advantages to using a digital camera. In the days of film cameras, you had to choose 

the ISO by film type. This meant that if you wanted to shoot in lower light, you had 

to replace the film in the camera with one that had a higher ISO. So not only did you 

have to carry different types of film, but you also had to remove one roll from the 

camera to replace it with another, even if you hadn’t used up the current roll. Now all 

you have to do is go to your information screen and select the appropriate ISO.

Having this flexibility is a powerful option, but just as with the Quality setting, the ISO  

setting has a direct bearing on the quality of the final image. The higher the ISO, the 

more digital noise the image will contain. Since our goal is to produce high-quality 

photographs, it is important that we get control over all of the camera controls and 

bend them to our will. When you turn your camera on for the first time, the ISO will 

be set to Auto. This means that the camera is determining how much light is available 

and will choose what it believes is the correct ISO setting. Since you want to use the 

lowest ISO possible, you will need to turn this setting off and manually select the 

appropriate ISO.

Which ISO you choose depends on your level of available or ambient light. For sunny 

days or very bright scenes, use a low ISO such as 100. As the level of light is reduced, 

raise the ISO level. Cloudy days or indoor scenes might require you to use ISO 400. 

Low-light scenes, such as when you are shooting at night, will mean you need to 

bump up that ISO to 1600. The thing to remember is to shoot with the lowest setting 

possible for maximum quality.

Manual Callout
For a complete chart that shows 
the image-quality settings with the 
number of possible shots for each 
setting, turn to page 218 in the 
Reference Manual on the companion 
CD that comes with the camera.
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seTTing The iso

1. Press the i button on the back of the 
camera to activate the cursor in the 
information screen.

2. Use the Multi-selector to highlight the 
ISO Sensitivity option and press the OK 
button (A).

3. In the option screen, select the 
appropriate ISO for the level of light 
you are shooting in, and press the OK 
button to lock in the change (B).

n

You should know that the Auto ISO option 

is only enabled as a default when using 

one of the automatic scene/effects modes. 

When using one of the professional 

modes (M, A, S, and P; we’ll discuss these 

in Chapter 4), the Auto ISO feature will 

be automatically turned off. If you wish to use Auto ISO in one of these modes, you 

must activate it and set the auto parameters in the shooting menu. If you plan on 

shooting with the Auto mode, you cannot turn off the Auto ISO option at all.

noise

Noise is the enemy of digital photography, but it has nothing to do with the loudness of 
your camera operation. It refers to the electronic artifacts that appear as speckles in your 
image. They generally appear in darker shadow areas and are a result of the camera trying 
to amplify the signal to produce visible information. The more the image needs to be 
amplified—raising the sensitivity through higher ISOs—the greater the amount of noise 
there will be.

A

B
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FIGuRE 1.2
The camera’s 
shooting modes 
are divided into the 
automatic scene/
effects modes and 
the professional 
modes.

PRO

AuTO

seT your iso on The fLy

You can also change the ISO without taking your eye from the viewfinder. Although there 
is no dedicated ISO button on the D5100, you can still change this setting on the fly by 
setting the Function button to handle ISO sensitivity. Simply use Custom Setting Menu F 
to change the assignment of the Function button. Then, while you are looking through the 
viewfinder, just press and hold the Function button while turning the Command dial. You 
will see the ISO value change in your viewfinder display.

5. seT your focus poinT and mode
The Nikon focusing system is well known for its speed and accuracy. The automatic 

focus modes will give you a ton of flexibility in your shooting. There is, however, one 

small problem that is inherent with any focusing system. No matter how intelligent 

it is, the camera is looking at all of the subjects in the scene and determining which 

is closest to the camera. It then uses this information to determine where the proper 

focus point should be. It has no way of knowing what your main emphasis is, so it 

is using a “best guess” system. To eliminate this factor, you should set the camera 

to single-point focusing so that you can ensure that you are focusing on the most 

important feature in the scene.

The camera has 11 separate focus points to choose from. They are arranged in a  

diamond pattern with ten points around the outside of the diamond and one in the  

center. To start things off, you should select the focus point in the middle. Once you 

have become more familiar with the focus system, you can experiment with the  

other points, as well as the automatic point selection.

When possible, you should also change the focus mode to AF-S so that you can focus 

on your subject and then recompose your shot while holding that point of focus. 

Your camera has two different “zones” of shooting modes to choose from. These are 

located on the Mode dial, which is separated into automatic scene/effects modes and 

what might be referred to as the professional modes. The automatic modes, which 

are identifiable by small icons, do not allow for much, if any, customization, which 

includes focus mode. The professional modes, defined by the letter symbols M, A, S, 

and P, allow for much more control by the photographer (Figure 1.2).
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If the Mode dial is set to any of the automatic scene/effects modes, then it is best to 

leave the focus mode set to AF-A, which means the camera will automatically select 

either single-servo autofocus or continuous-servo autofocus, based on whether the 

subject is stationary or moving. If the Mode dial is set to one of the professional 

modes, then you will have the option to set the focus mode to AF-S (single-servo 

mode) if your subject is stationary.

seTTing The focus poinT and 
focus mode

1. To choose a single point of focus, wake 
the camera (if necessary) by lightly 
pressing the shutter release button.

2. Press the i button on the back of the 
camera to activate the cursor in the 
information screen.

3. Use the Multi-selector to highlight the 
AF-area Mode option and press OK (A).

4. Select the top option, Single Point, and 
press OK (B).

5. With the cursor still active, move up 
one item to the Focus Mode option 
and press OK.

6. Select AF-A or AF-S, depending on the 
Mode dial setting, to configure the 
focus mode. Press the OK button to 
lock in your change (C).

7. Press the i button to return to the 
regular information screen.

n

The camera is now ready for single focus-

ing. You will hear a chirp when the camera 

has locked in and focused on the subject. 

To focus on your subject and then recom-

pose your shot, just place the focus point 

in the viewfinder on your subject, depress the shutter release button halfway until 

the camera chirps, and without letting up on the shutter button, recompose your 

shot and then press the shutter button all the way down to make your exposure.

A

B

C
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6. seT The correcT whiTe baLance
Color balance correction is the process of rendering accurate colors in your final 

image. Most people don’t even notice that light has different color characteristics 

because the human eye automatically adjusts to different color temperatures, so 

quickly, in fact, that everything looks correct in a matter of milliseconds.

When color film ruled the world, photographers would select which film to use 

according to what their light source was going to be. The most common film was bal-

anced for daylight, but you could also buy film that was color balanced for tungsten 

light sources. Most other lighting situations had to be handled by using color filters 

over the lens. This process was necessary for the photographer’s final image to show 

the correct color balance of a scene.

Your camera has the ability to perform this same process automatically, but you can 

also choose to override it and set it manually. Guess which method we are going to 

use? You are catching on fast! Once again, your photography should be all about 

maintaining control over everything that influences your final image.

Luckily, you don’t need to have a deep understanding of color temperatures to con-

trol your camera’s white balance. The choices are given to you in terms that are easy 

to relate to and that will make things pretty simple. Your white balance choices are:

•	 Auto: The default setting for your camera. It is also the setting used by all of the 

automatic scene/effects modes (see Chapter 3).

•	 Incandescent: Used for any occasion where you are using regular household-type 

bulbs for your light source. Incandescent (also called tungsten) is a very warm light 

source and will result in a yellow/orange cast if you don’t correct for it.

•	 Fluorescent: Used to get rid of the green-blue cast that can result from using 

regular fluorescent lights as your dominant light source. Some fluorescent lights 

are actually balanced for daylight, which would allow you to use the Direct 

Sunlight white balance setting.

•	 Direct Sunlight: Most often used for general daylight/sunlit shooting.

•	 Flash: Used whenever you’re using the built-in flash or a flash on the hot shoe. 

You should select this white balance to adjust for the slightly cooler light that 

comes from using a flash. (The hot shoe is the small bracket located on the top 

of your camera, which rests just above the eyepiece. This bracket is used for 

attaching a more powerful flash to the camera [see Chapter 8 and Chapter 11, 

which is one of the bonus chapters].)
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•	 Cloudy: The choice for overcast or very cloudy days. This and the Shade setting 

will eliminate the blue color cast from your images.

•	 Shade: Used when working in shaded areas that are still using sunlight as the 

dominant light source.

•	 Pre: Indicates that you are using a customized white balance that is adjusted for 

a particular light source. This option can be adjusted using an existing photo you 

have taken or by taking a picture of something white or gray in the scene.

seTTing The whiTe baLance

1. After turning on or waking the camera, 
select one of the professional shooting 
modes, such as P (you can’t select the 
white balance when using any of the 
automatic modes).

2. Press the i button on the back of the 
camera to activate the cursor in the 
information screen.

3. Use the Multi-selector to highlight the 
White Balance mode and press the OK 
button (A).

4. Using the Multi-selector, select the 
appropriate white balance and then 
press the OK button (B).

5. Press the i button to return to the 
regular information screen.

n

A

B
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whiTe baLance and The TemperaTure of coLor

When you select different white balances in your camera, you will notice that underneath 
several of the choices is a number, e.g., 5200K, 7000K, or 3200K. These numbers refer  
to the Kelvin temperature of the colors in the visible spectrum. The visible spectrum is  
the range of light that the human eye can see (think of a rainbow or the color bands 
that come out of a spectrum). The visible spectrum of light has been placed into a scale 
called the Kelvin temperature scale, which identifies the thermodynamic temperature of 
a given color of light. Put simply, reds and yellows are “warm” and greens and blues are 
“cool.” Even more confusing can be the actual temperature ratings. Warm temperatures are 
typically lower on the Kelvin scale, ranging from 3000 degrees to 5000 degrees, while cool 
temperatures run from 5500 degrees to around 10,000 degrees. Take a look at this list for 
an example of Kelvin temperature properties.

KELVIN TEMPERATuRE PROPERTIES

Flames 1700K–1900K Daylight 5000K

Incandescent bulb 2800K–3300K Camera flash 5500K

White fluorescent 4000K Overcast sky 6000K

Moonlight 4000K Open shade 7000K

The most important thing to remember here is how the color temperature of light will 
affect the look of your images. If something is “warm,” it will look reddish-yellow, and if 
something is “cool,” it will have a bluish cast.

7. seT your coLor space
The color space deals with how your images will ultimately be used. It is basically a 

set of instructions that tells your camera how to define the colors in your image and 

then output them to the device of your choice, be it your monitor or a printer. Your 

camera has a choice of two color spaces: sRGB and Adobe RGB.
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The first choice, sRGB, was developed by Hewlett-Packard and Microsoft as a way 

of defining colors for the Internet. This space was created to deal with the way that 

computer monitors actually display images using red, green, and blue (RGB) colors. 

Because there are no black pixels in your monitor, the color space uses a combination 

of these three colors to display all of the colors in your image.

In 1998, Adobe Systems developed a new color space, Adobe RGB, which was 

intended to encompass a wider range of colors than was obtainable using traditional 

cyan, magenta, yellow, and black colors (called CMYK) but doing so using the primary 

red, green, and blue colors. It uses a more widely defined palette of colors (or gamut) 

than the sRGB space and, therefore, can contain some colors farther toward the more 

saturated end of the spectrum than sRGB.

a LiTTLe coLor Theory

The visible spectrum of light is based on a principle called additive color and is based on 
three primary colors: red, green, and blue. When you add these colors together in equal 
parts, you get white light. By combining different amounts of them, you can achieve all 
the different colors of the visible spectrum. This is a completely different process than 
printing, where cyan, magenta, and yellow colors are combined to create various colors. 
This method is called subtractive color and has to do with the reflective properties of 
pigments or inks as they are combined.

The color space choice is applied only to the JPEG images produced by the camera. 

When shooting RAW, the color space is determined later when you are using soft-

ware to process the photos. I typically use the Adobe RGB space when shooting JPEG 

because it has a wider gamut than sRGB, and it is always better to go from a wider 

color space to a narrower one when editing. That said, if you are shooting JPEG and 

sending photos straight to a printer or posting online without much (or any) editing, 

then sRGB is a good choice. 
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seTTing The coLor space

1. With the camera turned on, press the Menu button.

2. Using the Multi-selector, select the shooting menu and then highlight the Color 
Space option and press the OK button (A).

3. Highlight your desired color space and press the OK button once again (B).

4. Press the i button to return to the regular information screen.

n

Note that if you choose Adobe RGB, the camera-generated file names will start with 

an underscore.

8. know how To override auTofocus
As good as the Nikon autofocus system is, there may be times when it just isn’t doing 

the job for you. Many times this has to do with how you would like to compose a 

scene and where the actual point of focus should be. This can be especially true when 

you are using the camera on a tripod, where you can’t prefocus and then recompose 

before shooting (as discussed earlier). To take care of this problem, you will need 

to manually focus the lens. I am only going to cover the kit lens that came with my 

D5100 (the 18–55mm VR), so if you have purchased a different lens be sure to check 

the accompanying instruction manual for the lens.

On the 18–55mm kit lens, you simply need to slide the switch at the base of the lens 

(located on the lens barrel near the body of the camera) from the A setting to the 

M setting (Figure 1.3). You can now turn the focus ring at the end of the lens to set 

your focus. Now that you’re in manual focus mode, the camera will not give you an 

audible chirp when you have correctly focused.

We’ll cover more manual focus situations in greater detail in future chapters.

A B
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9. review your shoTs
One of the greatest features of a digital camera is its ability to give us instant feed-

back. By reviewing your images on the camera’s LCD screen, you can instantly tell if 

you got your shot. This visual feedback allows you to make adjustments on the fly 

and make certain that all of your adjustments are correct before moving on.

When you first press the shutter release button, your camera quickly processes your 

shot and then displays the image on the LCD display. In addition, you can press the 

Playback button at any time to review your shots on the card. The default playback 

view displays your image along with the folder name, image file name, frame  

number/total number of images on the card, date, time, image size, and image  

quality setting.

There are other display options available that must be turned on using the camera 

menu. These options can be found in the Playback menu under the Playback dis-

play options (A). With this menu option you can add display modes (B) such as None 

(image only), Highlights (C), RGB histogram (D), Shooting data (E), and Overview (F).

Once enabled, press the Playback button to display the default view and then press 

the Multi-selector up (or down) to cycle through each view. There is now a wealth of 

information—from shutter speed to the histogram (see the sidebar “The value of the 

histogram”)—at your fingertips.

FIGuRE 1.3
Slide the focus 
switch on the lens 
to the M position to 
manually focus.

Set Focus Mode to MRotate ring to focus
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In fact, it may actually be information overload. I find the Highlights display (some-

times referred to as the “blinkies”) to be very helpful for quickly finding out if I have 

blown out the highlights in a photo, and I turn to the Overview display for every-

thing else I need to know about a capture. I turn off all the other options to make 

it faster to cycle through the options I do use. There’s more on the Highlight display 

view and how to use it to improve your image quality in the “How I Shoot” section in 

Chapter 4. For now, I suggest enabling all display options to get a feel for what each 

one offers. Then you can circle back and keep only the ones you find helpful.

A B

C

E

D

F
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The vaLue of The hisTogram

Simply put, histograms are two-dimensional representations of your images in graph form. 
There are two different histograms that you should be concerned with: luminance and 
color. Luminance is referred to in your manual as “brightness” and is most valuable when 
evaluating your exposures. In Figure 1.4, you see what looks like a mountain range. The 
graph represents the entire tonal range that your camera can capture, from the whitest 
whites to the blackest blacks. The left side represents black, all the way to the right side, 
which represents white. The heights of the peaks represent the number of pixels that 
contain those luminance levels (the tall peak near the middle means the image contains a 
large amount of medium-dark pixels). Looking at this figure, it is hard to determine where 
all of the ranges of light and dark areas are and how much of each I have. If I look at the 
histogram, I can see that the largest peak of the graph is near the middle and trails off as it 
reaches the edges. In most cases, you would look for this type of histogram, indicating that 
you captured the entire range of tones, from dark to light, in your image. Knowing that is 
fine, but here is where the information really gets useful.

When you evaluate a histogram that has a spike or peak riding up the far left or right side 
of the graph, it means that you are clipping detail from your image. In essence, you are 
trying to record values that are either too dark or too light for your sensor to accurately 
record. This is usually an indication of over- or underexposure. It also means that you need 
to correct your exposure so that the 
important details will not record as solid 
black or solid white pixels (which is what 
happens when clipping occurs). There 
are times, however, when some clipping 
is acceptable. If you are photographing a 
scene where the sun will be in the frame, 
you can expect to get some clipping 
because the sun is just too bright to hold 
any detail. Likewise, if you are shooting 
something that has true blacks in it—think 
coal in a mineshaft at midnight—there 
are most certainly going to be some true 
blacks with no detail in your shot.
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FIGuRE 1.4
This is a typical histogram, where the dark to 
light tones run from left to right. The black to 
white gradient above the graph demonstrates 
where the tones lie on the graph and would not 
appear above your camera histogram display.
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The main goal is to ensure that you aren’t clipping any “important” visual information, and 
that is achieved by keeping an eye on your histogram. Take a look at Figure 1.5. The histo-
gram displayed on the image shows a heavy skew toward the left with almost no part of the 
mountain touching the right side. This is a good example of what an underexposed image 
histogram looks like. Now look at Figure 1.6 and compare the histogram for the image that 
was correctly exposed. Notice that even though there is a distinct peak on the graph, there is 
a distribution of tones across the entire histogram. 

FIGuRE 1.5
This image is 
about one stop 
underexposed. 
Notice the histogram 
is skewed to the left.

FIGuRE 1.6
This histogram 
reflects a correctly 
exposed image.
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deLeTing images

Deleting or erasing images is a fairly simple process that is covered on page 27 of the printed 
user manual. To quickly get you on your way, simply press the Playback button and use 
the Multi-selector to find the picture that you want to delete. Then press the Delete button 
(it has a trash can icon on it) located on the back of the camera to the left of the eyepiece. 
When you see the confirmation screen, simply press the Delete button once again to 
complete the process.

Caution: Once you have deleted an image, it is gone for good. Make sure you don’t want it 
before you drop it in the trash.

10. hoLd your camera for proper shooTing
You might think that this is really dumb, but I hope that you take a few seconds to 

read this over and make sure that you are giving yourself the best chance for great 

images. I can’t begin to tell you how many times I see photographers holding their 

cameras in a fashion that is either unstable or just plain uncomfortable-looking. 

Much of this probably comes from holding point-and-shoot cameras. There is a huge 

difference between point-and-shoots and dSLR cameras, and learning the correct 

way to hold one now will result in great images later. The purpose of practicing cor-

rect shooting form is to provide the most stable platform possible for your camera 

(besides using a tripod, of course).

dSLR cameras are made to favor the right-handed and right-eyed individual. The 

basics of properly holding the camera begin with grasping the camera body with 

the right hand. You will quickly find that most of the important camera controls are 

within easy reach of your thumb and forefinger. The next step is to create a stable 

base for your camera to rest on. This is accomplished by placing the camera body 

on the up-facing palm of your left hand (Figure 1.7). Now you can curl your fingers 

around the lens barrel to quickly zoom or manually focus the lens.
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When it comes to rotating the camera vertically to portrait orientation, most photog-

raphers favor rotating counter-clockwise (Figure 1.8) because it keeps all the controls 

easily accessible to the right hand, allows visibility in the left eye, and keeps your 

nose off the LCD screen. That said, it can fling your right elbow into the crowd, and 

the pressure of your right arm can create a tendency to rotate the camera too far. 

Some people find it more comfortable to rotate the camera clockwise, which pulls 

your right hand under the camera and your right elbow tight against your chest. It 

decreases visibility in your left eye and makes the controls a little more awkward to 

reach, but it can be more stable in a tight situation.

FIGuRE 1.7
The proper way to hold your camera horizontally to 
ensure sharp, blur-free images.

FIGuRE 1.8
The preferred way to hold your camera vertically.  
Practice rotating the camera each direction to find  
what is most comfortable and stable for you.



24 n i k o n  d 5 1 0 0 :  f r o m  s n a p s h o T s  T o  g r e aT  s h o T s

Now that you know where to put your hands, let’s talk about what to do with the 

rest of your body parts. By using the underhand grip, your elbows will be drawn 

closer to your body. You should concentrate on pulling them in close to your body  

to stabilize your shooting position. You should also try to maintain proper upright 

posture. Leaning forward at the waist will begin to fatigue your back, neck, and 

arms. You can really ruin a day of shooting with a sore back, so make sure you stand 

erect with your elbows in. Finally, place your left foot in front of your right foot,  

and face your subject in a slightly wide stance. By combining all of these aspects into 

your photography, you will give yourself the best chance of eliminating self-imposed 

camera shake in your images, resulting in much sharper photographs.

 Chapter 1 Assignments
Let’s begin our shooting assignments by setting up and using all of the elements of the Top 
Ten list. Even though I have yet to cover the professional shooting modes, you should set your 
camera to the P (Program) mode. This will allow you to interact with the various settings and 
menus that have been covered thus far.

Basic camera setup

Charge your battery to 100% to get it started on a life of dependable service. Next, using your 
newfound knowledge, set up your camera to address the following: Image Quality, Auto ISO, 
and Color Space.

Selecting the proper white balance

Take your camera outside into a daylight environment and then photograph the same scene 
using different white balance settings. Pay close attention to how each setting affects the overall 
color cast of your images. Next, move indoors and repeat the exercise while shooting in a  
tungsten lighting environment. Finally, find a fluorescent light source and repeat one more time.
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Focusing with single point and AF-S

Change your camera setting so that you are focusing using the single-point focus mode.  
Try using all of the different focus points to see how they work in focusing your scene.  
Then set your focus mode to AF-S and practice focusing on a subject and then recomposing 
before actually taking the picture. Try doing this with subjects at varying distances.

Evaluating your pictures with the LCD display

Set up your image display properties and then review some of your previous assignment 
images using the different display modes. Review your shooting information for each image 
and take a look at the histograms to see how the content of your photo affects the shape of 
the histograms.

Discovering the manual focus mode

Change your focus mode from autofocus to manual focus and practice a little manual  
focus photography. Get familiar with where the focus ring is and how to use it to achieve 
sharp images.

Get a grip: proper camera holding

This final assignment is something that you should practice every time you shoot: proper 
grip and stance for shooting with your camera. Use the described technique and then shoot  
a series of images. Try comparing it with improper techniques to compare the stability of  
the grip and stance.

Share your results with the book’s Flickr group! 

Join the group here: flickr.com/groups/nikond5100fromsnapshotstogreatshots/
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ISO 200
1/100 sec.
f/8
200mm lens



First Things First

A Few Things To Know And do  
BeFore You Begin TAKing PicTures

Now that we’ve covered the top ten tasks to get you up and shooting, 

we should probably take care of some other important details. You must 

become familiar with certain features of your camera before you can take 

full advantage of it. Additionally, we will take some steps to prepare the 

camera and memory card for use. So to get things moving, let’s start off 

with something that you will definitely need before you can take a single 

picture: a memory card.

27
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Poring over The PicTure

ISO 800
1/500 sec.
f/5.6
400mm lens

Wild animals are some of my favorite subjects to capture.  

Whether they are in the wild, like these three brown bear cubs, 

or in captivity, they always present great opportunities and great 

challenges for improving your photographic skills.

The use of a telephoto lens 
allowed me to stay at a 
safe distance, but still fill 
the frame.
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The aperture was at its 
widest setting for this lens 
to decrease depth of field.

The focus point was placed 
on the top cub.

The ISO was raised to 
allow for a shutter speed 
fast enough to stop  
motion.
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choosing The righT memorY cArd
Memory cards are the digital film that stores every shot you take until you move 

them to a computer. The cards come in all shapes and 

sizes, and they are critical for capturing all of your 

photos. It is important not to skimp when it comes to 

selecting your memory cards. The D5100 uses Secure 

Digital (SD) memory cards (Figure 2.1).

If you have been using a point-and-shoot camera, 

chances are that you may already own an SD media 

card. Which brand of card you use is completely up 

to you, but here is some advice about choosing your 

memory card:

•	 Size matters, at least in memory cards. At 16.2 

megapixels, the D5100 will require a lot of storage space, especially if you shoot 

in the RAW or RAW+JPEG mode (more on this later in the chapter). You should 

definitely consider using a card with a storage capacity of at least 4 GB, but go 

with 8 GB if it is in your budget. If you plan on shooting high-definition video, 

be prepared for some large files. At five minutes, high-def video recording takes 

up approximately 700 MB of storage space. This means that you can fit about 30 

minutes of video on a 4 GB card.

•	 Consider buying High Capacity (SDHC) cards. These cards are generally much 

faster, both when writing images to the card and when transferring them to 

your computer. If you are planning on using the Continuous mode (see Chapter 

5) for capturing fast action, you can gain a boost in performance just by using an 

SDHC card with a class rating of at least 4 or 6. The higher the class rating, the 

faster the write speed. Class 6 or higher is 

recommended for video recording.

•	 Buy more than one card. If you have 

already purchased a memory card, consider 

getting another. You can quickly ruin your 

day of shooting by filling your card and 

then having to either erase shots or choose 

a lower-quality image format so that you 

can keep on shooting. With the cost of 

memory cards what it is, keeping a spare 

just makes good sense.

FIgure 2.1
Make sure you select an SD card  
that has enough capacity to  
handle your photography needs.

Manual Callout
For a list of Nikon-approved memory 
cards for the D5100, you should 
check out page 207 in the Reference 
Manual on the companion CD that 
comes with the camera.
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FormATTing Your memorY cArd
Now that you have your card, let’s talk about formatting for a minute. When you pur- 

chase any new SD card, you can pop it into your camera and start shooting right away 

—and probably everything will work as it should. However, what you should do first 

is format the card in the camera. This process allows the camera to set up the card to 

record images from your camera. Just as a computer hard drive must be formatted, for- 

matting your card ensures that it is properly initialized. The card may work in the camera 

without first being formatted, but chances of failure down the road are much higher.

As a general practice, I always format new cards or cards that have been used in dif-

ferent cameras. I also reformat cards after I have downloaded my images and want 

to start a new shooting session. Note that you should always format your card in the 

camera, not your computer. Using the computer could render the card useless. You 

should also pay attention to the card manufacturer’s recommendations with respect 

to moisture, humidity, and proper handling procedures. It sounds a little cliché, but 

when it comes to protecting your images, every little bit helps.

Most people make the mistake of thinking that the process of formatting the memory 

card is equivalent to erasing it. Not so. The truth is that when you format the card all 

you are doing is changing the file management information on the card. Think of it 

as removing the table of contents from a book and replacing it with a blank page. 

All of the contents are still there, but you wouldn’t know it 

by looking at the empty table of contents. The camera will 

see the card as completely empty so you won’t be losing any 

space, even if you have previously filled the card with images. 

Your camera will simply write the new image data over the 

previous data.

FormATTing Your memorY cArd

1. Insert your memory card into the camera.

2. Press the Menu button and navigate to the Setup menu 
screen.

3. Use the Multi-selector on the back of the camera to high- 
light the Format Memory Card option and press OK (A).

4. The next screen will show you a warning, letting you know 
that formatting the card will delete images (B). Select Yes 
and press the OK button.

5. The card is now formatted and ready for use.

n

A

B
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uPdATing The d5100’s FirmwAre
I know that you want to get shooting, but having the proper firmware can impact 

the way the camera operates. It can fix problems as well as improve operation, so you 

should probably check it sooner rather than later. Updating your camera’s firmware is 

something that the manual completely omits, yet it can change the entire behavior  

of your camera operating systems and functions. The firmware of your camera is the  

set of computer operating instructions that control how your camera functions. Updating 

this firmware is a great way to not only fix little bugs but also gain access to new func-

tionality. You will need to check out the information on the Nikon firmware update 

page (www.nikonusa.com/Service-And-Support/Download-Center.page) to see if a 

firmware update is available and how it will impact your camera, but it is always a 

good idea to be working with the most up-to-date firmware version available.

checKing The cAmerA’s currenT FirmwAre version numBer

1. Press the Menu button and then navigate to the Setup menu.

2. Use the Multi-selector on the back of the camera to highlight the Firmware 
Version option and press OK (A).

3. Take note of the current version numbers (there are three of them) and then 
check the Nikon Web site to see if you are using the current versions (B).

n

uPdATing The FirmwAre From Your sd cArd

1. Download the firmware update file from the Nikon Web site. (You can find 
the file by going to the Download Center section of the Nikon camera site and 
locating the firmware update for your camera and computer operating system.)

2. Once you have downloaded the firmware to your computer and extracted it, 
you will need to transfer it to your SD card. The card must be formatted in your 
camera prior to loading the firmware to it.

A B

www.nikonusa.com/Service-And-Support/Download-Center.page


c h A P T e r  2 :  F i r s T  T h i n g s  F i r s T  33

3. With a freshly charged camera battery, insert the card into the camera and turn 
it on.

4. Follow the instructions listed above for locating your firmware version, and you 
will now be able to update your firmware using the files located on the SD card.

n

When this book was being written, there were no firmware updates available for the 

D5100. After you check your camera firmware version and the Nikon site for updates, 

continue to check back periodically to see if there are updates available.

cleAning The sensor
Cleaning camera sensors used to be a nerve-racking process that required leaving the 

sensor exposed to scratching and even more dust. Now cleaning the sensor is pretty 

much an automatic function. Every time you turn the camera on and off, you can 

instruct the sensor in the camera to vibrate to remove any dust particles that might 

have landed on it.

There are five choices for cleaning in the camera Setup menu: Clean at Startup, Clean 

at Shutdown, Clean at Startup and Shutdown, Cleaning Off, and Clean Now. I’m 

kind of obsessive when it comes to cleaning my sensor, so I like to have it set to clean 

when I turn the camera on and off.

The one cleaning function that you will need to use via this menu is the Clean now 

feature. This should be done every time that you remove the lens from the camera 

body. That is because removing or changing a lens will leave the camera body open 

and susceptible to dust sneaking into the body. If you never change lenses, you 

shouldn’t have too many dust problems. But the more often you change lenses, the 

more chances you are giving dust to enter the body. It’s for this reason that I have 

added the Clean Now function to the custom My Menu list (see Chapter 10).

Every now and then, there will be a dust spot that is impervious to the shaking of the 

Auto Cleaning feature. This will require you to clean the sensor manually by raising 

the mirror and opening the camera shutter. When you activate this feature, it will 

move everything out of the way, giving you access to the sensor so that you can use a 

blower or other cleaning device to remove the stubborn dust speck. The camera will 

need to be turned off after cleaning to allow the mirror to reset.

If you choose to manually clean your sensor, use a device that has been made to clean 

sensors (not a cotton swab from your medicine cabinet). There are dozens of com-

mercially available devices such as brushes, swabs, and blowers that will clean the 
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sensor without damaging it. To keep the sensor clean, always store the camera with a 

body cap or lens attached.

The camera sensor is an electrically charged device. This means that when the camera 

is turned on, there is a current running through the sensor. This electric current can 

create static electricity, which will attract small dust particles to the sensor area. For  

this reason, it is always a good idea to turn off the camera prior to removing a lens.  

You should also consider having the lens mount facing down when changing lenses 

so that there is less opportunity for dust to fall into the inner workings of the camera.

using The cleAn now FeATure

1. Press the Menu button, then navigate to the Setup menu.

2. Use the Multi-selector on the back of the camera to highlight the Clean Image 
Sensor option and press OK (A).

3. Highlight the Clean Now option and press the OK button (B). The camera will 
clean the sensor for about two seconds and then return to the menu.

n

using The righT FormAT: rAw vs. JPeg
When shooting with your D5100, you have a choice of image formats that your 

camera will use to store the pictures on the memory card. JPEG is probably the most 

familiar format to anyone who has been using a digital camera. I touched on this 

topic briefly in Chapter 1, so you already have a little background on what JPEG and 

RAW files are.

There is nothing wrong with JPEG if you are taking casual shots. JPEG files are 

ready to use, right out of the camera. Why go through the process of adjusting 

RAW images of the kids opening presents when you are just going to email them to 

Grandma? Also, for journalists and sports photographers who are shooting multiple 

A B
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frames per second and who need to transmit their images across the wire, again, 

JPEG is just fine. So what is wrong with JPEG? Absolutely nothing—unless you care 

about having complete creative control over all of your image data (as opposed to 

what a compression algorithm thinks is important).

As I mentioned in Chapter 1, JPEG is not actually an image format. It is a compression 

standard, and compression is where things go bad. When you have your camera set 

to JPEG—whether it is Fine, Normal, or Basic—you are telling the camera to process 

the image based on the in-camera settings and then throw away enough image data 

to make it shrink into a smaller space. In doing so, you give up subtle image details 

that you will never get back in post-processing. That is an awfully simplified state-

ment, but still fairly accurate.

so whAT does rAw hAve To oFFer?
First and foremost, RAW images are not compressed. (There are some cameras, like 

the D5100, that have a compressed RAW format, but it is lossless compression, which 

means there is no loss of actual image data.) Note that RAW image files will require 

you to perform post-processing on your photographs. This is not only necessary, it is 

the reason that most photographers use it.

RAW images have a greater dynamic range than JPEG-processed images. This means 

that you can recover image detail in the highlights and shadows that just isn’t avail-

able in JPEG-processed images.

There is more color information in a RAW image because it is a 12- or 14-bit image 

(depending on the camera), which means it contains more color information than a 

JPEG, which is always an 8-bit image. More color information means more to work 

with and smoother changes between tones—kind of like the difference between 

performing surgery with a scalpel as opposed to a butcher’s knife. They’ll both get 

the job done, but one will do less damage.

imAge resoluTion

When discussing digital cameras, image resolution is often used to describe pixel 
resolution or the number of pixels used to make an image. This can be displayed as a 
dimension, such as 4928x3264. This is the physical number of pixels in the width and 
height of the image sensor. Resolution can also be referred to in megapixels (MP), such 
as 16.2 MP. This number represents the total number of pixels on the sensor and is 
commonly used to describe the amount of image data that a digital camera can capture.
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Regarding sharpening, a RAW image offers more control because you are the one 

who is applying the sharpening according to the effect you want to achieve. Once 

again, JPEG processing applies a standard amount of sharpening that you cannot 

change after the fact. Once it is done, it’s done.

Finally, and most importantly, a RAW file is your negative. No matter what you do 

to it, you won’t change it unless you save your file in a different format. This means 

that you can come back to that RAW file later and try different processing settings 

to achieve differing results and never harm the original image. By comparison, if you 

make a change to your JPEG and accidentally save the file, guess what? You have a 

new original file, and you will never get back to that first image. That alone should 

make you sit up and take notice.

Advice For new rAw shooTers
Don’t give up on shooting RAW just because it means more work. Hey, if it takes 

up more space on your card, buy bigger cards or more small ones. Will it take more 

time to download? Yes, but good things come to those who wait. Don’t worry about 

needing to purchase expensive software to work with your RAW files; you already 

own a program that will allow you to work with your RAW files. Nikon’s ViewNX soft-

ware comes bundled in the box with your camera and gives you the ability to work 

directly on the RAW files and then output the enhanced results. That said, you will 

have more control with dedicated RAW processing software such as Nikon’s Capture 

NX2, Apple’s Aperture, or Adobe’s Photoshop and Lightroom.

My recommendation is to shoot in JPEG mode while you are using this book. This will 

allow you to quickly review your images and study the effects of the lessons. Once 

you have become comfortable with all of the camera features, you should switch to 

shooting in RAW mode so that you can start gaining more creative control over your 

image processing. After all, you took the photograph—shouldn’t you be the one to 

decide how it looks in the end?

shooTing duAl FormATs
Your camera has the added benefit of being able to write two files for each picture 

you take, one in RAW and one in JPEG. If you have a RAW+JPEG setting selected, 

your camera will save your images in both formats on your card.

I think shooting RAW+JPEG is actually a good way to transition to shooting RAW. 

You get the ease and safety of the familiar JPEG, and the ability to compare the JPEG 

against your RAW processing experiences. Obviously this will take up more of the 

space on your memory card and hard drive, but think of it as a stepping-stone on the 
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path to shooting only RAW in the future. It took me a little while to make the transi-

tion, and looking back there are some shots I took in JPEG mode that I now wish I had 

a RAW version of that I could try to improve. Live and learn.

shooTing in rAw+JPeg

1. Press the i button to activate the cursor in the information screen.

2. Use the Multi-selector to highlight the Image Quality setting, located at the top 
right of the screen, and press OK (A).

3. Press up on the Multi-selector to highlight the RAW+JPEG option of your choice. 
The three options include RAW+B (Basic), RAW+N (Normal), and RAW+F (Fine) (B).

4. Press the OK button to lock in your changes.

n

You will notice when you are in the selection screen that you will be able to see how 

much storage space each option will require on your SD card. The RAW+F option, 

which is the one I use, will take up approximately 32 MB of space for each photo-

graph you take.

lenses And FocAl lengThs
If you ask most professional photographers what they believe to be their most critical 

piece of photographic equipment, they would undoubtedly tell you that it is their 

lens. The technology and engineering that goes into your camera is a marvel, but 

it isn’t worth a darn if it can’t get the light from the outside onto the sensor. The 

D5100, as a digital single lens reflex (dSLR) camera, uses the lens for a multitude of 

tasks, from focusing on a subject, to metering a scene, to delivering and focusing the 

light onto the camera sensor. The lens is also responsible for the amount of the scene 

that will be captured (the frame). With all of this riding on the lens, let’s take a more 

in-depth look at the camera’s eye on the world.

A B



38 n i K o n  d 5 1 0 0 :  F r o m  s n A P s h o T s  T o  g r e AT  s h o T s

Lenses are composed of optical glass that is both concave and convex in shape. The 

alignment of the glass elements is designed to focus the light coming in from the 

front of the lens onto the camera sensor. The amount of light that enters the cam-

era is also controlled by the lens, the size of the glass elements, and the aperture 

mechanism within the lens housing. The quality of the glass used in the lens will 

have a direct effect on how well the lens can resolve details and on the contrast of 

the image (the ability to deliver great highlights and shadows). Most lenses now 

routinely include things like an autofocus motor and, in some cases, a vibration 

reduction mechanism.

One other aspect of the camera lens is often the first consideration of the photogra-

pher: lens length. Lenses are typically divided into three or four groups depending on 

the field of view they deliver.

Wide-angle lenses cover a field of view from around 110 degrees to about 60 degrees 

(Figure 2.2). There is also a tendency to get some distortion in your image when 

using extremely wide-angle lenses. This will be apparent toward the outer edges of 

the frame. As for which lenses would be considered wide angle, anything 35mm or 

smaller could be considered wide.

ISO 100
1/500 sec.
f/5.6
18mm lens

FIgure 2.2
The 18mm lens 
setting provides 
a wide view of the 
scene but little 
detail of distant 
objects.
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Wide-angle lenses can display a large depth of field, which allows you to keep the 

foreground and background in sharp focus. This makes them very useful for landscape 

photography. They also work well in tight spaces, such as indoors, where there isn’t 

much elbow room available (Figure 2.3). They can also be handy for large group shots 

but, because of the amount of distortion, not so great for close-up portrait work.

ISO 200
1/25 sec.
f/4
18mm lens

FIgure 2.3
When shooting in tight 
spaces, such as indoors, 
a nice wide-angle lens 
helps capture more of 
the scene.
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A normal lens has a field of view that is about 45 degrees and delivers approximately 

the same view as the human eye. The perspective is very natural and there is little 

distortion in objects. The normal lens for full-frame and 35mm cameras is the 50mm 

lens (Figure 2.4), but for the D5100 it is more in the neighborhood of a 35mm lens 

because of its sensor’s 1.5x crop factor.

ISO 100
1/200 sec.
f/5.6
50mm lens

Normal focal length lenses are useful for photographing people and architecture 

and for most other general photographic needs. They create very little distortion and 

offer a moderate range of depth of field.

Most longer focal length lenses are referred to as telephoto lenses. They can range in 

length from 135mm up to 800mm or longer, and have a field of view that is about 35 

degrees or smaller. These lenses have the ability to greatly magnify the scene, allow- 

ing you to capture details of distant objects, but the angle of view is greatly reduced 

(Figure 2.5). You will also find that you can achieve a much narrower depth of field. 

They also suffer from something called distance compression, which means they make  

objects at different distances appear to be much closer together than they really are.

Telephoto lenses are most useful for sports photography or any application where 

you need to get closer to your subject (Figure 2.6). They can have a compressing 

effect—making objects look closer together than they actually are—and a very nar-

row depth of field when shot at their widest apertures.

FIgure 2.4
Long considered 
the “normal” 
lens for 35mm 
photography, the 
50mm focal length 
can be considered 
somewhat of a 
telephoto lens on 
the D5100 because 
it has the same 
angle of view and 
magnification as 
an 80mm lens on a 
35mm camera body.
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ISO 200
1/320 sec.
f/8
400mm lens

FIgure 2.6
The long telephoto 
lens makes the 
moon appear close 
to the treetop.

ISO 100
1/200 sec.
f/5.6
200mm lens

FIgure 2.5
By switching to my 
200mm lens, I was 
able to bring the 
opposite shore right 
up close.
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A zoom lens is a great compromise to carrying a bunch of single focal length lenses 

(also referred to as “prime” lenses). They can cover a wide range of focal lengths 

because of the configuration of their optics. However, because it takes more optical 

elements to capture a scene at different focal lengths, the light must pass through 

more glass on its way to the image sensor. The more glass, the lower the quality of 

the image sharpness. The other sacrifice that is made is in aperture. Zoom lenses typi-

cally have smaller maximum apertures than prime lenses, which means they cannot 

achieve a narrow depth of field or work in lower light levels without the assistance 

of image stabilization, a tripod, or higher ISO settings. (We’ll discuss all this in more 

detail in later chapters.)

The D5100 can be purchased with the body only, but many folks will purchase it with 

a kit lens. The most common kit lens is the 18–55mm VR f/3.5–5.6. With my D5100,  

I have been working the 18–55mm as well as the 70–200mm VR AF-S lens.

Throughout the book, I will occasionally make reference to lenses that are wider or 

more telephoto than these, because I have a multitude of lenses that I use for my 

photography. This doesn’t mean that you have to run out and purchase more lenses. 

It just means that if you do this long enough, you are sure to accumulate additional 

lenses that will expand your ability to be even more creative with your photography.

whAT is exPosure?
In order for you to get the most out of this book, I need to briefly discuss the prin-

ciples of exposure. Without this basic knowledge, it will be difficult for you to move 

forward in improving your photography. Granted, I could write an entire book on 

exposure and the photographic process—and many people have—but for our pur-

poses I will just cover some of the basics. This will give you the essential tools to make 

educated decisions in determining how best to photograph a subject.

Exposure is the process whereby the light reflecting off a subject reflects through 

an opening in the camera lens for a defined period of time onto the camera sensor. 

The combination of the lens opening, shutter speed, and sensor sensitivity is used to 

achieve a proper exposure value (EV) for the scene. The EV is the sum of these com-

ponents necessary to properly expose a scene. A relationship exists between these 

factors that is sometimes referred to as the “exposure triangle.”
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At each point of the triangle lies one of the factors of exposure:

•	 ISO: Determines the sensitivity of the camera sensor. ISO stands for the 

International Organization for Standardization, but the acronym is used as a term 

to describe the sensitivity of the camera sensor to light. The higher the sensitivity, 

the less light is required for a good exposure. These values are a carryover from 

the days of traditional color and black and white films.

•	 Aperture: Also referred to as the f-stop, this determines how much light passes 

through the lens at once.

•	 Shutter Speed: Controls the length of time that light is allowed to hit the sensor.

Here’s how it works. The camera sensor has a level of sensitivity that is determined 

by the ISO setting. To get a proper exposure—not too much, not too little—the lens 

needs to adjust the aperture diaphragm (the size of the lens opening) to control the 

volume of light entering the camera. Then the shutter is opened for a relatively short 

period of time to allow the light to hit the sensor long enough for it to record on  

the sensor.

ISO numbers for the D5100 start at 100 and then double in sensitivity as you double 

the number. So 200 is twice as sensitive as 100. The camera can be set to use 1/2- or 

1/3-stop increments, but for ISO just remember that the base numbers double: 100, 

200, 400, 800, and so on. There are also a wide variety of shutter speeds that you can 

use. The speeds on the D5100 range from as long as 30 seconds to as short as 1/4000 

of a second. When using the camera, you will not see the 1 over the number in the 

viewfinder, so you will need to remember that anything shorter than a second will 

be a fraction. Typically, you will be working with a shutter speed from around 1/30 of 

a second to about 1/2000 of a second, but these numbers will change depending on 

your circumstances and the effect that you are trying to achieve. The lens apertures 

will vary slightly depending on which lens you are using. This is because different 

lenses have different maximum apertures. The typical apertures that are at your dis-

posal are f/4, f/5.6, f/8, f/11, f/16, and f/22.

When it comes to exposure, a change to any one of these factors requires changing 

one or more of the other two. This is referred to as reciprocal change. If you let more 

light in the lens by choosing a larger aperture, you will need to shorten the amount 

of time the shutter is open. If the shutter is allowed to stay open for a longer period 

of time, the aperture needs to be smaller to restrict the amount of light coming in.
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how is exPosure cAlculATed?
We now know about the exposure triangle—ISO, shutter speed, and aperture—so it’s 

time to put all three together to see how they relate to one another and how you 

can change them as needed.

sToP

You will hear the term stop thrown around all the time in photography. It relates back 
to the f-stop, which is a term used to describe the aperture of your lens. When you need 
to give some additional exposure, you might say that you are going to “add a stop.” This 
doesn’t just equate to the aperture; it could also be used to describe the shutter speed or 
even the ISO. So when your image is too light or dark or you have too much movement in 
your subject, you will probably be changing things by a “stop” or two.

When you point your camera at a scene, the light reflecting off your subject enters 

the lens and is allowed to pass through to the sensor for a period of time as dictated 

by the shutter speed. The amount and duration of the light needed for a proper 

exposure depends on how much light is being reflected and how sensitive the sensor 

is. To figure this out, your camera utilizes a built-in light meter that looks through 

the lens and measures the amount of light. That level is then calculated against the 

sensitivity of the ISO setting and an exposure value is rendered. Here is the tricky 

part: there is no single way to achieve a perfect exposure because the f-stop and 

shutter speed can be combined in different ways to allow the same amount of expo-

sure. See, I told you it was tricky.

Here is a list of reciprocal settings that would all produce the same exposure result. 

Let’s use the “sunny 16” rule, which states that, when using f/16 on a sunny day, you 

can use a shutter speed that is roughly equal to the ISO setting to achieve a proper 

exposure. For simplification purposes, we will use an ISO of 100.

recIprOcAL expOSureS: ISO 100

F-STOP 2.8 4.0 5.6 8 11 16 22

SHUTTER SPEED 1/4000 1/2000 1/1000 1/500 1/250 1/125 1/60

If you were to use any one of these combinations, they would each have the same 

result in terms of the exposure (i.e., how much light hits the camera’s sensor). Also 

take note that every time we cut the f-stop in half, we reciprocated by doubling 
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our shutter speed. For those of you wondering why f/5.6 is half of f/8, it’s because 

those numbers are actually fractions based on the opening of the lens in relation to 

its focal length. This means that a lot of math goes into figuring out just what the 

total area of a lens opening is, so you just have to take it on faith that f/5.6 is half of 

f/8 but twice as much as f/4. A good way to remember which opening is larger is to 

think of your camera lens as a pipe that controls the flow of water. If you had a pipe 

that was 1/2” in diameter (f/2) and one that was 1/8” (f/8), which would allow more 

water to flow through? It would be the 1/2” pipe. The same idea works here with the 

camera f-stops; f/2 is a larger opening than f/4 or f/8 or f/16.

Now that we know this, we can start using this information to make intelligent 

choices in terms of shutter speed and f-stop. Let’s bring the third element into this by 

changing our ISO by one stop, from 100 to 200.

recIprOcAL expOSureS: ISO 200

F-STOP 2.8 4.0 5.6 8 11 16 22

SHUTTER SPEED — 1/4000 1/2000 1/1000 1/500 1/250 1/125

Notice that, since we doubled the sensitivity of the sensor, we now require half as 

much exposure as before. We have also reduced our maximum aperture from f/2.8 to  

f/4 because the camera can’t use a shutter speed that is faster than 1/4000 of a second.

So why not just use the exposure setting of f/16 at 1/250 of a second? Why bother 

with all of these reciprocal values when this one setting will give us a properly 

exposed image? The answer is that the f-stop and shutter speed also control two 

other important aspects of our image: motion and depth of field.

moTion And dePTh oF Field
There are distinct characteristics that are related to changes in aperture and shutter 

speed. Shutter speed controls the length of time the light has to strike the sensor; 

consequently, it also controls the blurriness (or lack of blurriness) of the image. The 

less time light has to hit the sensor, the less time your subjects have to move around 

and become blurry. This can let you control things like freezing the motion of a 

fast-moving subject (Figure 2.7) or intentionally blurring subjects to give the feel of 

energy and motion (Figure 2.8).
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ISO 400
1/1250 sec.
f/5.3
210mm lens

ISO 100
1/30 sec.
f/4
50mm lens

FIgure 2.7
A fast shutter speed 
was used to freeze 
the action.

FIgure 2.8
The slower shutter 
speed relays a 
sense of motion 
as the globe spins 
around its axis.



c h A P T e r  2 :  F i r s T  T h i n g s  F i r s T  47

The aperture controls the amount of light that comes through the lens, but it also 

determines what areas of the image will be in focus. This is referred to as depth 

of field, and it is an extremely valuable creative tool. The smaller the opening (the 

larger the number, such as f/22), the greater the sharpness of objects from near to far  

(Figure 2.9). A large opening (or small number, like f/2.8) means more blurring of objects 

that are not at the same distance as the subject you are focusing on (Figure 2.10).

ISO 400
1/80 sec.
f/22
20mm lens

FIgure 2.9
By using a small aperture, the 
area of sharp focus extends from 
a point that is near the camera 
all the way out to distant objects, 
which we can see by the level of 
detail in the foreground rocks, the 
helicopter, and even the distant 
mountains.

ISO 200
1/1000 sec.
f/2.8
200mm lens

FIgure 2.10
Isolating a subject is accomplished 
by using a large aperture, which 
produces a narrow area of 
sharp focus, while blurring the 
foreground and everything in the 
background as well.
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As we further explore the features of the camera, we will learn not only how to 

utilize the elements of exposure to capture properly exposed photographs, but also 

how we can make adjustments to emphasize our subject. It is the manipulation of 

these elements—motion and focus—that will take your images to the next level.

video And The d5100
Probably one of the reasons you purchased the D5100 instead of other competing 

camera models is its ability to capture video. Not just regular video, but full high-

definition video. As I discussed in the book’s introduction, I am going to keep the 

focus of this book on the photography aspects of the camera, but that doesn’t mean 

I am going to simply ignore the video functions completely. In fact, I am dedicating 

a bonus chapter to some fun video tips, but I thought that I would at least cover the 

video basics here in Chapter 2 since we’ve already looked at a lot of other camera 

functions. First, let’s cover some of the basic facts about the movie-making features.

Video recording is a feature of the Live View capabilities of the camera, so you’ll have 

to put the camera into the active Live View mode to begin to capture video. This is 

accomplished by rotating the Live View switch (Figure 2.11) on the top of the camera, 

which activates the Live View on the rear display. If you want to control the aperture, 

you should set the aperture value to either Manual mode or Aperture Priority mode 

before switching to Live View. Otherwise, switch to one of the other modes and let 

the camera adjust it automatically.

Once Live View is active, press the i button and choose a focus mode. It is possible to 

use the full-time-servo (AF-F) 

mode while recording video, 

and you should try it out 

because it does a fine job in 

some situations, but I strongly 

urge you to refine your man-

ual focus (MF) skills. Using 

manual focus not only gives 

you creative control of what 

is in focus, it also eliminates 

the sound of the lens trying 

to maintain autofocus.

Once your subject is in focus, 

you can push the Movie 

Live View Switch

FIgure 2.11
rotate the Live View switch to start.

Movie record Button
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Record button (Figure 2.11) to begin the recording process (there is no special movie 

mode). When the camera begins recording, you will notice a few new icons show up 

on the LCD (Figure 2.12). At the top left is a blinking red Record icon to let you know 

that the camera is in active recording mode, and just below that is the audio record-

ing indicator. In the upper right, you’ll notice the timer that is counting down your 

remaining recording time. This number is directly related to the quality you have 

selected for your video. To stop the video recording, simply press the OK button a 

second time. This will take you back to Live View mode.

FIgure 2.12
Video recording  
in progress.

B

C

D

A recording Active
B Audio recording Indicator
c HD crop guide

D HD crop guide
e recording Time remaining
F Movie Frame Size

A

F

E

video quAliTY
The highest-quality video setting on your D5100 will render high-definition video 

with a resolution of 1920x1080 pixels. This is also referred to as 1080p. The 1080 

represents the height of the video image in pixels, and the “p” stands for progres-

sive, which is how the camera actually records/draws the video on the screen. You can 

select lower-resolution video depending on your needs. The other two video resolu-

tions are 1280x720 and 640x424. For high-definition TV and computer/media station 

viewing, you will be served best by using the 1920x1080 recording resolution. If you 

don’t need full 1080p HD, such as when recording for the Internet, iPods, or portable 

video players, you might want to consider using the 1280x720 or 640x424 choices 

since they require less physical storage and take less time to upload to the Internet.
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Progressive scAn

When it comes to video, there are usually two terms associated with the quality of the 
video and how it is captured and displayed on a monitor or screen: progressive and 
interlaced. The two terms describe how the video is drawn by line for each frame. Video 
frames are not displayed all at once like a photograph. In progressive video, the lines are 
drawn in sequence from top to bottom. Interlaced video draws all of the odd-numbered 
lines and then all of the even-numbered lines. This odd-even drawing can present itself as 
screen flicker, which is why the progressive video standard is preferred, especially when 
viewing higher-definition images.

seTTing The movie quAliTY

1. Start by pressing the Menu button.

2. Navigate to the Shooting menu using 
the Multi-selector, highlight the Movie 
Settings option, and press OK (A).

3. Highlight the Movie Quality setting 
and press OK (B).

4. Select the video quality of your choice 
and press the OK button (C).

5. Press the Menu button twice to exit the 
menu mode and return to shooting, 
or rotate the Live View switch to 
jump right into the Live View/video 
recording mode.

n

A

B

c
Manual Callout
Refer to page 53 of the printed user 
manual for a complete rundown  
of the video quality and frame  
rate settings.
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sound
The D5100 can record audio to go along with your video, but there are a couple of 

things to keep in mind when using it. The first is to make sure you don’t block the 

microphone. (If you look closely at the front of the camera body, you’ll notice three 

small holes right above the silver D5100 nameplate). This should not be a problem if 

you are holding the camera as discussed in Chapter 1.

The next thing you need to know about the sound is that the built-in microphone 

records in mono, not stereo. This means that 

when you are watching the recorded video on 

your TV or computer, you might only hear the 

sound coming from one speaker. The D5100 

does have an external microphone jack on the 

side panel (Figure 2.13), so you might want 

to consider investing in an external mic that 

is capable of recording in stereo (as well as of 

producing higher-quality audio recordings).

You do also have the option of turning off 

the audio altogether. This can be useful if the 

sound might be distracting or you plan on 

using your own soundtrack to be added to the 

video at a later time.

Turning oFF The sound

1. Following the directions for setting the movie quality above, locate the Movie 
Settings menu and press the OK button.

2. Highlight the Microphone option and press OK again (A).

3. Select the Microphone Off option and press OK to lock in the change. Press the 
Menu button twice to return to shooting mode (B).

n

uSB and A/V port

HDMI port

Acessory Terminal

external  
Microphone Jack

FIgure 2.13
D5100 ports and mic jack

A B
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wATching Your videos
There are a couple of different ways you can review your video once you have fin-

ished recording. The first, and probably the easiest, is to press the Playback button to 

bring up the recorded image on the rear LCD screen and then use the OK button to 

start playing the video. The Multi-selector acts as the video controller and allows you 

to rewind and fast-forward as well as stop the video altogether.

If you would like to get a larger look at things, you will need to either watch the 

video on your TV or move the video files to your computer. To watch on your TV, you 

can use the video cable that came with your camera and plug it into the small port 

on the side of the camera body (Figure 2.13). This lets you watch low-resolution video 

on your TV. To get the full effect from your HD videos, you will need to purchase an 

HDMI cable (your TV needs to support at least 720 HD and have an HDMI port to use 

this option). Once you have the cable hooked up to your TV, simply use the same 

camera controls that you used for watching the video on the rear LCD screen.

If you want to watch or use the videos on your computer, you will need to download 

the video using the Nikon software or by using an SD card reader attached to the 

computer. The video files will have the extension .mov at the end of the file name. 

These files should play on either a Mac or a PC using software that came with your 

operating system (QuickTime for Mac and Windows Media Player for the PC).

For even more information about using video with your D5100, be sure to download 

the Chapter 12 bonus chapter from Peachpit.com (as discussed in the introduction).
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 Chapter 2 Assignments
Formatting your card

Even if you have already begun using your camera, make sure you are familiar with format-
ting the Secure Digital card. If you haven’t done so already, follow the directions given earlier 
in the chapter and format as prescribed (make sure you save any images that you may have 
already taken). Then perform the format function every time you have downloaded or saved 
your images or use a new card.

Checking your firmware version

Using the most up-to-date version of the camera firmware will ensure that your camera is 
functioning properly. Use the menu to find your current firmware version and then update as 
necessary using the steps listed in this chapter.

Cleaning your sensor

You probably noticed the sensor-cleaning message the first time you turned your camera on. 
Make sure you are familiar with the Clean Now command so you can perform this function 
every time you change a lens.

Exploring your image formats

I want you to become familiar with all of the camera features before using the RAW format, but  
take a little time to explore the format menu so you can see what options are available to you.

Exploring your lens

If you are using a zoom lens, spend a little time shooting with all of the different focal 
lengths, from the widest to the longest. See just how much of an angle you can cover with 
your widest lens setting. How much magnification will you be able to get from the telephoto 
setting? Try shooting the same subject with a variety of focal lengths to note the differences 
in how the subject looks, and also the relationship between the subject and the other elements 
in the photo.

Recording video clips

Take a little time to discover how the video function works on your camera. Set the video 
quality to high definition and record a short sequence, and then try it with some of the lower 
resolution settings. Open the video clips on your computer or hook up the camera to your 
TV, then review the different video clips to see how the quality setting affects the video.

Share your results with the book’s Flickr group! 

Join the group here: flickr.com/groups/nikond5100fromsnapshotstogreatshots/
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ISO 100
1/30 sec.
f/8
80mm lens



The Auto Modes

Get shootinG with the  
automatic camera modes

The Nikon D5100 is an amazing camera that has some incredible features. 

In fact, with all of the technology built into it, it can be pretty intimidating 

for the person new to dSLR photography. For that reason, the folks at Nikon 

have made it a little easier for you to get some great-looking photographs 

without having to do a lot of thinking. Enter the scene modes. The camera 

modes on the automatic side of the Mode dial are simple, icon-labeled 

modes that are set up to use specific features of the camera for various 

shooting situations. In addition, a new feature of the D5100 is a collection 

of in-camera special effects. Let’s take a look at the different modes and 

how and when to use them.
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PorinG over the Picture

Don’t let rainy days dampen your enthusiasm for shooting. 

As the rain starts to soften and the sky starts to lighten, I’ll 

grab my tripod and head out to see what jewels I can find 

sparkling in the garden. Colors seem richer and flowers look 

fresh. The camera was set to Close-up mode for a good mix 

of aperture and shutter speed settings.

Wait for the wind to be still to 
reduce blurring caused by the 
subject moving.

The focus point was placed 
on the closest flower and 
moved off center for a 
stronger composition.



ISO 100
1/40 sec.
f/5.6
55mm lens

The depth of field is shallow 
in close-up photography, 
which results in a softly 
blurred background.

The use of a tripod gave a 
steady base when using a 
slower shutter speed.
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auto mode

 Auto mode is all about thought-

free photography (Figure 3.1). 

There is little to nothing for  

you to do in this mode except point and 

shoot. Your biggest concern when using  

Auto mode is focusing. The camera will utilize 

the automatic focusing modes to achieve the 

best-possible focus for your picture. Naturally, 

the camera is going to assume that the object 

that is closest to the camera is the one that 

you want in sharpest focus. Simply press the 

shutter button down halfway while looking 

through the viewfinder and you should see one of the focus points light up over the 

subject. Of course, you know that putting your subject in the middle of the picture  

is not the best way to compose your shot. So wait for the chirp to confirm that the 

focus has been set and then, while still holding down the button, recompose your 

shot. Now just press down the shutter button the rest of the way to take the photo. 

It’s just that easy (Figure 3.2). The camera will take care of all your exposure decisions, 

including when to use the flash.

FIgure 3.1
The Auto mode info screen.

ISO 140
1/125 sec.
f/11
45mm lens

FIgure 3.2
The Auto mode 
works great when 
you don’t want to 
think too much and 
just want to snap 
some shots.
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Let’s face it: This is the lazy man’s mode. But sometimes it’s nice to be lazy and click 

away without giving thought to anything but preserving a memory. There are times, 

though, when you will want to start using your camera’s advanced features to 

improve your shots.

auto (Flash oFF) mode
Sometimes you will be in a situa- 

tion where the light levels are  

low but you don’t want to use the 

flash. It could be that you are shooting in a 

place that restricts flash photography, such  

as a museum, or it could be a situation where 

you want to capture the feel of the available 

light, such as an indoor scene lit by interest-

ing lighting. This is where Auto (Flash Off) 

mode comes into play (Figure 3.3).

By keeping the flash from firing, you will be 

able to use just the available ambient light 

while the camera modifies the ISO setting to assist you in getting good exposures 

(Figure 3.4). If the camera feels that the shutter speed is going to be slow enough to 

introduce camera shake, it will give a warning on the rear information screen that 

reads “Subject is too dark.” It will also list the shutter speed as “Lo” so that you know 

to check the camera settings. Despite what the camera may say, you’ll want to either 

use a tripod or brace yourself really well if the shutter speed is 1/60 of a second or 

slower to avoid blurred images from camera movement.

Fortunately, most of the new Vibration Reduction (VR) lenses being sold today allow 

you to handhold the camera at much slower shutter speeds and still get great results. 

The two downfalls to this mode are the Auto ISO setting, which will quickly take your 

ISO setting up as high as 1600, and that there is still the possibility of getting blur 

from subject movement if the shutter speed is slow.

FIgure 3.3
The Auto (Flash Off) mode info screen.
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ISO 1600
1/100 sec.
f/3.5
60mm lens

Portrait mode

 One problem with Auto mode is 

that it has no idea what type of 

subject you are photographing 

and, therefore, uses the same settings for 

each situation. Shooting portraits is a perfect 

example. When you take a photograph of 

someone, you usually want the emphasis of 

the picture to be on the person, not necessar-

ily the stuff going on in the background.

This is what Portrait mode is all about  

(Figure 3.5). When you set your camera to  

this mode, you are telling the camera to 

select a larger aperture so that the depth of field is much narrower and will give 

more blur to objects in the background. This blurry background places the attention 

on your subject (Figure 3.6). The other feature of this mode is the automatic selec-

tion of the D5100’s built-in Portrait picture control (we’ll go into more detail about 

picture controls in later chapters). This feature is optimized for skin tones and will 

also be a little softer to improve the look of skin.

FIgure 3.4
Auto (Flash Off) 
mode made sure 
the pop-up flash 
stayed disabled 
in the low-light 
environment.

FIgure 3.5
The Portrait mode info screen.
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ISO 200
1/60 sec.
f/2.8
50mm lens

FIgure 3.6
Portrait mode is 
useful for getting 
the right settings 
under the current 
lighting conditions 
for people photos. 
(Photo by Paloma 
Sylvan)

usinG the best lens For Great Portraits

When using Portrait mode, use a lens that is 50mm or longer. The longer lens will give 
you a natural view of the subject, as well as aid in keeping the depth of field narrow.

landscaPe mode

 As you might have guessed, 

Landscape mode has been opti-

mized for shooting landscape 

images (Figure 3.7). Particular emphasis is 

placed on the picture control, with the 

camera trying to boost the greens and blues 

in the image (Figure 3.8). This makes sense, 

since the typical landscape would be outdoors 

where grass, trees, and skies should look more  

colorful. This picture control also boosts the 

sharpness that is applied during processing. 

FIgure 3.7
The Landscape mode info screen.
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The camera also utilizes the lowest ISO settings possible in order to keep digital noise 

to a minimum. The downfall to this setting is that, once again, there is little control 

over the camera settings. The focus mode can be changed—but only from AF-A to 

Manual. Other changeable functions include image quality, ISO, and AF-area. Note 

that the flash cannot be used while in Landscape mode.

ISO 200
1/500 sec.
f/9
18mm lens

FIgure 3.8
Outdoor scenes 
with ample greens 
and blues are good 
candidates for 
Landscape mode.
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child mode

 The Child mode (Figure 3.9) is  

like a blend of the Sports and 

Portrait modes. Understanding 

that children are seldom still, the camera will 

try to utilize a slightly faster shutter speed to 

freeze any movement. The picture control 

feature has also been optimized to render 

bright, vivid colors that one normally associ-

ates with pictures of children (Figure 3.10).

FIgure 3.9
The Child mode info screen.

ISO 200
1/2000 sec.
f/3.2
60mm lens

FIgure 3.10
The Child mode tries to use 
a fast shutter speed, as well 
as make colors brighter and 
more vivid.
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sPorts mode

 While this is called Sports mode, 

you can use it for any moving 

subject that you are photograph-

ing (Figure 3.11). The mode is built on the 

principles of sports photography: continuous 

focusing, large apertures, and fast shutter 

speeds (Figure 3.12). To handle these require-

ments, the camera sets the focus mode to 

Dynamic, the aperture to a very large open-

ing, and the ISO to Auto. Overall, these are 

sound settings that will capture most moving 

subjects well. We will take an in-depth look 

at all of these features, like Continuous shooting mode, in Chapter 5.

ISO 200
1/2000 sec.
f/5.6
200mm lens

FIgure 3.12
This is the type 
of shot that was 
made for Sports 
mode, where 
action-freezing 
shutter speeds 
and continuous 
focusing capture 
the moment.

FIgure 3.11
The Sports mode info screen.
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You can, however, run the risk of too much digital noise in your picture if the camera 

decides that you need a very high ISO (such as 1600) because the available light is 

low. This is why you have the ability to change some options within the Sports mode, 

such as ISO and the Release mode (single or continuous). Also, when using Sports 

mode, you can change the focus mode from AF-A to Manual. This is especially handy 

if you know when and where the action will take place and want to prefocus the 

camera on a spot and wait for the right moment to take the photo.

close-uP mode

 Although most zoom lenses don’t 

support true “macro” settings, 

that doesn’t mean you can’t shoot 

some great close-up photos. The key here is 

to use your camera-to-subject distance to fill 

the frame and still achieve sharp focus. This 

means that you move yourself as close as 

possible to your subject while still being able 

to get a good, sharp focus. Oftentimes, your 

lens will be marked with the minimum 

focusing distance. On my 18–55mm zoom, it 

is about 6 inches with the lens set to 55mm. 

To help get the best focus in the picture, Close-up mode (Figure 3.13) will use the 

smallest aperture it can while keeping the shutter speed fast enough to get a sharp 

shot (Figure 3.14). It does this by raising the ISO or turning on the built-in flash—or  

a combination of the two. Fortunately, these are two of the settings that you can 

change in this mode. The flash will be set to Auto by default, but you can also change 

it to Auto-Redeye or Off, depending on your needs. The ISO can be changed from  

the Auto setting to one of your own choosing. This probably only needs to be done 

in low-light settings when the Auto-ISO starts to move up to maintain exposure values. 

Other settings that can be changed are the image quality, release mode, focus mode 

(AF-A or Manual), and AF-area.

FIgure 3.13
The Close-up mode info screen.
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scene modes

 Most digital SLR cameras will have only seven or eight automatic modes  

at their disposal, but the D5100 takes things to a whole new level with  

11 additional scene modes to choose from (plus the seven effects modes 

covered later in this chapter). Nikon has anticipated many of the typical shooting 

scenarios that you will encounter and has created scene modes that are optimized  

for those situations. Let’s take a quick look at these modes, but first, here’s how to 

find them.

usinG the scene modes

1. Set the Mode dial to the SCENE setting.

2. Rotate the Command dial until the appropriate scene appears on the 
information screen.

n

ISO 100
1/40 sec.
f/5.6
55mm lens

FIgure 3.14
Close-up mode 
provided the proper 
exposure to capture 
the smallest of 
details.
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Food
Food photography is very popular as of late, 

and Nikon has provided you with a scene 

mode that is perfect for this type of pho-

tography (Figure 3.15). When you select this 

mode, the camera will use large apertures  

for fairly narrow depth of field, slightly over-

exposed settings to keep things bright, and 

a picture control that makes colors slightly 

more vivid.

niGht Portrait
You’re out on the town at night and you 

want to take a nice picture of someone, 

but you want to show some of the interest-

ing scenery in the background as well. The 

solution is to use Night Portrait mode (Figure 

3.16). When you set the dial to this mode, you 

are telling the camera that you want to use a 

slower-than-normal shutter speed so that the 

background is getting more time (and, thus, 

more light) to achieve a proper exposure.

The typical shutter speed for using flash is 

about 1/60 of a second or faster (but not 

faster than 1/200 of a second). By leaving the shutter open for a longer duration, the 

camera allows more of the background to be exposed so that you get a much more 

balanced scene. This is also a great mode for taking portraits during sunset. The cam-

era uses an automatic ISO setting by default, so you will want to keep an eye on it to 

make sure that setting isn’t so high that the noise levels ruin your photo.

FIgure 3.15
The Food scene mode.

FIgure 3.16
The Night Portrait scene mode.
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niGht landscaPe
A tripod or stable shooting surface is defi-

nitely recommended for the Night Landscape 

mode (Figure 3.17). By using low ISOs, longer 

shutter speeds, and noise reduction, you can 

capture great cityscapes with more-accurate 

colors. The flash and focus-assist functions are 

turned off for this mode, so focusing might 

be a little difficult. If so, try moving your 

focus point to a different location or switch 

to manual focus.

Party/indoor
This mode is very much like the Night Portrait 

mode except it is optimized for indoor use 

(Figure 3.18). The flash is automatically set 

to Auto+Red-eye Reduction and will use the 

red-eye reduction lamp to help eliminate 

the red-eye problem that often occurs when 

using the flash indoors.

beach/snow
Shooting in a bright environment like the 

beach or a ski resort can have a bad effect  

on your images. The problem is that beaches 

and snow often reflect a lot of light and can 

fool the camera’s light meter into under-

exposing. This means that the snow would 

come out looking darker than it should. To 

solve this problem, you can use the Beach/

Snow scene mode (Figure 3.19), which will 

overexpose slightly, giving you much more 

accurate tones.

FIgure 3.17
The Night Landscape scene mode.

FIgure 3.18
The Party/Indoor scene mode.

FIgure 3.19
The Beach/Snow scene mode.
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sunset
This mode is set to optimize the colors that 

are present in a sunset (Figure 3.20). It will 

utilize slightly longer exposures, so a tripod 

or steady shooting surface is advised. You also 

won’t be able to use the flash in this mode 

since it would interfere with the settings  

necessary for capturing the sunset.

dusk/dawn
There are some great photo opportunities 

that take place both before the sun rises and 

after it sets. The only problem is that the 

typical camera settings don’t truly capture the 

vibrancy of the colors. The Dusk/Dawn camera 

setting is optimized for low-light photog-

raphy and helps boost colors and eliminate 

noise from longer exposures (Figure 3.21).

Pet Portrait
This mode is similar to the Portrait mode  

in that it uses larger apertures and faster 

shutter speeds (Figure 3.22). The difference 

is that the Portrait mode is optimized for 

human skin, with adjustments to the hues 

and color values. Pets don’t normally have 

any skin showing, so the sharpness and hues 

are adjusted accordingly.

FIgure 3.20
The Sunset scene mode.

FIgure 3.21
The Dusk/Dawn scene mode.

FIgure 3.22
The Pet Portrait scene mode.



70 n i k o n  d 5 1 0 0 :  F r o m  s n a P s h o t s  t o  G r e at  s h o t s

candleliGht
Sometimes it’s pretty easy to know when to 

use a particular mode. This mode is similar  

to the Auto (Flash Off) mode, but it is tweaked 

for the color of candlelight and will give you 

much more pleasing results (Figure 3.23). If 

you are photographing people in candlelight, 

try using a tripod and have them hold fairly 

still to reduce image blur.

blossom
This mode is very similar to the Landscape  

setting but with a few slight adjustments.  

The color settings for Blossom have been 

optimized for use outdoors where there are 

many flowers in full bloom (Figure 3.24).

autumn colors
If you live in an area that has great fall color 

(like I do), you will want to give this mode a 

try (Figure 3.25). The big advantage to this 

scene mode is that it is optimized for the red 

and yellow hues that are present in autumn, 

and it really makes them pop. It also turns 

off the flash since the light from a flash can 

wash out the color in the leaves. Try using this 

mode when the leaves have turned and the 

skies are overcast. You will get some amazing 

color in your images.

FIgure 3.23
The Candlelight scene mode.

FIgure 3.24
The Blossom scene mode.

FIgure 3.25
The Autumn Colors scene mode.
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eFFects modes

 Beyond the scene-specific settings, there is a collection of in-camera special 

effects that are actually kind of fun to use. Remember, a digital camera is 

not only a light-capturing device but also a small computer in its own way. 

After an image is captured and saved to memory, these special effects modes give 

you the power to process your photos before they ever leave the camera. In fact, all 

of these effects can even be applied to video. Because the Night Vision, Color Sketch, 

Miniature Effect, and Selective Color effects require additional in-camera processing, 

it is not possible to shoot in RAW mode with them. In addition, due to the extra work 

the camera has to do to process these effects, be prepared to wait between exposures 

and expect the charge on the battery to be consumed faster.

I was a bit skeptical about these effects when I first heard about them. After all, one 

of the most important selling features of the D5100 is its stunning image quality, so 

it felt a bit risky to take the chance of capturing a good photo in, say, Color Sketch 

mode but not have any way to get the unprocessed original photo. But after giving 

each one a thorough test drive, I found some of them quite enjoyable to use. And 

once I started getting used to the effects, I started looking for specific instances that 

might be better suited to a given effect, and I found it much more satisfying.

usinG the eFFects modes

1. Set the Mode dial to the EFFECTS setting.

2. Rotate the Command dial until the desired effect appears on the  
information screen.

n

silhouette
The Silhouette mode (Figure 3.26) does things 

like adjust the exposure for the brightest area 

of the scene as well as turn off the Active 

D-Lighting feature (see Chapter 10 for more 

on Active D-Lighting). This is necessary, since 

Active D-Lighting tries to boost exposure in 

shadow areas, which is the opposite of the 

effect you want when trying to get a nice 

silhouette. Look for situations with strong 

backlighting behind your subject. FIgure 3.26
The Silhouette effects mode.
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hiGh key
High-key photos are meant to have an overall 

bright, almost overexposed, look to them 

(Figure 3.27). Using the High Key setting 

forces the camera to overexpose a little and 

really lighten up those bright objects in your 

image. Subjects on bright backgrounds can 

work well with this effect. Note that the 

internal flash turns off in this mode to make 

full use of available light.

low key
Low-key photos are typically meant to have 

an overall dark look to them. Much like the 

beach/snow scenario in reverse, your cam-

era’s light meter will usually try to add some 

exposure when shooting a low-key scene 

to make everything brighter. If you want to 

keep things on the dark side, use the Low 

Key mode (Figure 3.28), which will keep the 

flash turned off and underexpose things just 

a little bit. Edgy and moody scenes can lend 

themselves more to this effect. Since the 

internal flash turns off and the scene may  

be dark, you’ll want to have a solid base (or 

even a tripod) to avoid blur in your shots.

niGht vision
For times when it is so dark you’re usually 

thinking it is time to put the camera away, 

the Night Vision (Figure 3.29) effect can  

be fun to experiment with. The internal  

flash and autofocus illumination assist turn 

off, and autofocus is only possible when in 

Live View (and it is on the slow side). You’ll 

need a little light to see what you are doing, but this was my favorite effect to  

use. The camera will automatically adjust the ISO to the equivalent of 102,400 ISO  

FIgure 3.27
The High Key effects mode.

FIgure 3.28
The Low Key effects mode.

FIgure 3.29
The Night Vision effects mode.
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if needed, but the resulting JPEG images will be very noisy and only in grayscale. 

Think bad security camera footage. Since you’re most likely to use this in extremely 

low-light situations, I do recommend a tripod or some other firm base.

color sketch
Color Sketch (Figure 3.30) detects all the 

outlines in the scene and boosts the color 

to simulate a sketch-like effect. Turn on Live 

View to see a real-time updated preview of 

the effect in action. Bright and colorful scenes 

with recognizable shapes will benefit most 

from this effect.

miniature eFFect
A very popular effect seen in photography 

these days is achieved by using a tilt-shift lens 

to produce a narrow area of focus, which on 

certain scenes (typically taken from a high 

vantage point) can make the subjects appear 

miniaturized. There is something about the 

effect that is indeed very eye-catching. The 

D5100 simulates this with the Miniature 

Effect mode (Figure 3.31) without a special 

lens by simply allowing only a narrow band 

(which you can widen slightly while in Live 

View) of the image to be in focus and then 

gradually blurring the rest of the scene.

selective color
The Selective Color effect (Figure 3.32) can 

make a vibrantly colored object really stand 

out of the scene by desaturating all the colors 

in the scene except for the color you choose 

(up to three) to keep. The color selection 

process and a live preview is available when 

in Live View. It can be a little tricky selecting 

the color at first (use the image zoom button 

FIgure 3.30
The Color Sketch effects mode.

FIgure 3.31
The Miniature effect effects mode.

FIgure 3.32
The Selective Color effects mode.
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to zoom in on your color for easier selection), 

but it won’t take long to get the hang of it. 

I’m more of a fan of doing this type of effect 

via software on my computer (to ensure I have 

a full-color original), but in a pinch (or for use 

in a video) it works pretty well. 

why you may never want to use the  
auto scene modes aGain
With so many easy-to-use camera modes, why would anyone ever want to use any-

thing else? Well, the first thing that comes to my mind is control. It is the number 

one reason for using a digital SLR camera. The ability to control every aspect of your 

photography will open up creative avenues that just aren’t available in the automatic 

scene modes. Let’s face it: There is a reason that the Mode dial is split into two different 

categories. Let’s look at what we are giving up when we work in the scene modes.

•	 White balance. There is no choice available for white balance. You are simply 

stuck with the Auto setting. This isn’t always a bad thing, but your camera doesn’t 

always get it right. And in the scene modes, there is just no way to change it.

•	 Picture control. All of the automatic modes have specifically tuned picture con-

trols. Some of them use the control presets, such as Landscape or Vivid, but there 

is no way to change the characteristics of the controls while in the auto modes.

•	 Metering. All of the auto scene modes use the Matrix metering mode to establish 

the proper exposure. This is generally not a bad thing, but if there are scenarios 

that would benefit from a center or spot metering solution (which we’ll cover in 

later chapters), you’re just out of luck.

•	 Autofocus. While each of the modes may use a specific focus area mode, such as 

Single or Dynamic, the actual focus mode for all of the scene modes is limited to 

either AF-A or Manual when shooting using the viewfinder. The problem is that 

you can’t just use AF-S (single) or AF-C (continuous) as the default setting (unless 

you switch to Live View; see the sidebar “Live View”).

Manual callout
You can learn more about the specific 
controls for each of these effects on 
page 58 of the printed user manual.
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•	 Exposure compensation. You will notice that in each and every automatic scene 

mode, the ability to adjust the exposure through the use of the exposure compen-

sation feature has been completely turned off. This makes it very difficult to make 

the slight adjustments to exposure that are often needed.

•	 Active D-Lighting. This is another feature that is unavailable for changing in all of 

the auto modes. There are default settings for this feature that change from scene 

to scene, but there is no way for you to override the effect.

•	 Flash compensation. Just like the exposure compensation, there is no way to make 

any adjustments to the power output of the flash. This means that you are stuck 

with whatever the camera feels is correct, even if it is too weak or too strong for 

your particular subject.

•	 Exposure bracketing. One way to make sure that you have at least one good 

exposure is to use the bracketing feature of the camera, which takes images at 

varying exposures so you can get just the right look for your image. Unfortunately, 

this feature is also unavailable when using the scene modes.

Another thing you will find when using any of the automatic modes is that there are 

fewer choices in the camera menus for you to adjust. Each scene mode presents its 

own set of restrictions for the available menu items. These aren’t the only restrictions 

to using the automatic scene modes, but they should be enough to make you want 

to explore the other side of the Mode dial, which I like to call the professional modes.

autoFocus modes on the nikon d5100

Four autofocus modes are available on the D5100. You can easily select the mode that will 
be most beneficial for the type of photography you are doing. The standard mode is called 
AF-S, which allows you to focus on one spot and hold the focus until you take the picture 
or release the shutter button. The AF-C mode will constantly refocus the camera on your 
subject the entire time you are depressing the shutter release button. This is great for 
sports and action photography. The AF-A mode is a combination of both of the previous 
modes, using AF-S mode unless it senses that the subject is moving, when it will switch 
to AF-C mode. When in Live View you will also have the fourth choice of AF-F, which 
is when the camera automatically attempts to keep a moving subject in focus without 
pressing the shutter, such as during video recording.
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live view

Live View is the feature on your D5100 that allows you to see a real-time view of what 
the camera is looking at via the rear LCD display. Using Live View can be helpful when 
you want to see or shoot from an angle that doesn’t allow you to place your eye to the 
viewfinder. It is also an excellent way of previewing any changes to white balance or the 
picture control because their effects will be visible on the screen. There’s more on Live 
View in Chapters 6 and 7, but I want to mention that Live View does allow the AF-S 
autofocus mode while in the auto scene modes.

 Chapter 3 Assignments
These assignments will have you shooting in the various automatic scene and effects modes 
so that you can experience the advantages and disadvantages of using them in your daily 
photography.

Shooting in Auto mode

It’s time to give up complete control and just concentrate on what you see in the viewfinder.  
Set your camera to Auto and practice shooting in a variety of conditions, both indoors and  
outside. Take notice of the camera settings when you are reviewing your pictures. Try using  
the single-point autofocus area mode to pick a spot to focus on and then recompose before  
taking the picture.

Checking out Portrait mode

Grab your favorite photogenic person and start shooting in Portrait mode. Try switching 
between Auto and Portrait mode while photographing the same person in the same setting.  
You should see a difference in the sharpness of the background as well as the skin tones.  
If you are using a zoom lens, set it to about 55mm if available.
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Capturing the scenery with Landscape and Close-up modes

Take your camera outside for some landscape and macro work. First, find a nice scene and 
then, with your widest available lens, take some pictures using Landscape mode and then 
switch back to Auto so that you can compare the settings used for each image as well as 
the changes to colors and sharpness. Now, while you are still outside, find something in the 
foreground—a leaf or a flower—and switch the camera to Close-up mode. See how close you 
can get and take note of the f-stop that the mode uses. Then switch to Auto and shoot the 
same subject.

Stopping the action with Sports mode

This assignment will require that you find a subject that is in motion. That could be the traffic 
in front of your home or your child at play. The only real requirement is that the subject be 
moving. This will be your opportunity to test out Sports mode. There isn’t a lot to worry 
about here. Just point and shoot. Try shooting a few frames one at a time and then go ahead 
and hold down the shutter button and shoot a burst of about five or six frames. It will help if 
your subject is in good available light to start with so that the camera won’t be forced to use 
high ISOs.

Having fun with the effects modes

Carve out some time to give each of the effects a good test run and have fun with it. It is 
all too easy to get hung up on getting the perfect shot, but with the effects modes you have 
permission to play. See how the world looks with just a single color; try envisioning things 
in miniature; check out your pets in Color Sketch mode. Just focus on being creative and 
exploring the results. You never know when one of these effects might come in handy down 
the road.

Share your results with the book’s Flickr group! 

Join the group here: flickr.com/groups/nikond5100fromsnapshotstogreatshots/
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ISO 200
1/320 sec.
f/11
400mm lens



The Professional 
Modes

Taking your phoTography To  
The nexT level

If you talk to professional photographers, you will find that the majority 

of them are using a few selective modes that offer the greatest amount 

of control over their photography. To anyone who has been involved 

with photography for any period of time, these modes are known as 

the backbones of photography. They allow you to influence two of 

the most important factors in taking great photographs: aperture and 

shutter speed. To access these modes, you simply turn the Mode dial to 

one of the letter-designated modes and begin shooting. But wouldn’t 

it be nice to know exactly what those modes control and how to make 

them do our bidding? Well, if you really want to take that next step in 

controlling your photography, it is essential that you understand not 

only how to control these modes, but why you are controlling them. 

So let’s move that Mode dial to the first of our professional modes: 

Program mode.

79
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poring over The picTure

I looked out my west-facing window one cold January morning to see the moon  

setting while the sun was rising in the east. I reached for my camera and put 

the 70–200 mm lens on as I noticed the crow in the branches above. Just as I 

framed the shot, the crow swooped down and the moment passed. It pays to 

always have the camera charged up and ready to go.

Increase ISO when you need a fast 
shutter speed to stop action and a 
smaller aperture for greater depth 
of field.

Look for frames within the frame  
to draw the eye to the subject.
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ISO 400
1/640 sec.
f/8
135 mm lens

The focus point was 
placed on the tree 
to keep detail in the 
branches.

I used the spot meter on the  
tree bark to ensure I retained 
the highlight detail.
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p: program moDe

 There is a reason that Program 

mode is only one click away from 

the automatic modes: With respect 

to apertures and shutter speeds, the camera is 

doing most of the thinking for you. So, if that 

is the case, why even bother with Program 

mode? First, let me say that it is very rare that I 

will use Program mode, because it just doesn’t 

give as much control over the image-making 

process as the other professional modes. There 

are occasions, however, when it comes in handy, like when I am shooting in widely 

changing lighting conditions and don’t have the time to think through all of my 

options, or when I’m not very concerned with having ultimate control of the scene. 

Think of a picnic outdoors in a partial shade/sun environment. I want great-looking 

pictures, but I’m not looking for anything to hang in a museum. If that’s the scenario, 

why choose Program over one of the scene modes? Because it gives me choices and 

control that none of the scene modes can deliver.

When To uSe program (p) moDe inSTeaD oF The  
auTomaTic Scene moDeS
•	 When shooting in a casual environment where quick adjustments are needed

•	 When you want more control over the ISO

•	 If you want to make corrections to the white balance

•	 When you want to change shutter speeds or the aperture to achieve a  

specific result

Let’s go back to our picnic scenario. As I said, the light is moving from deep shadow 

to bright sunlight, which means that the camera is trying to balance our three photo 

factors (ISO, aperture, and shutter speed) to make a good exposure. From Chapter 1,  

we know that Auto ISO is just not a consideration, so we have already turned that 

feature off (you did turn it off, didn’t you?). Well, in Program mode, you can choose 

which ISO you would like the camera to base its exposure on. The lower the ISO num-

ber, the better the quality of our photographs, but the less light sensitive the camera 

becomes. It’s a balancing act with the main goal always being to keep the ISO as low 

as possible—too low an ISO, and we will get camera shake in our images from a long 

Manual Callout
To see a comparison of all of the 
different modes, check out the table  
on page 216 of the reference manual 
on the CD that came with the camera.
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shutter speed; and too high an ISO means we will have an unacceptable amount of 

digital noise. For our purposes, let’s go ahead and select ISO 400 so that we provide 

enough sensitivity for those shadows while allowing the camera to use shutter speeds 

that are fast enough to stop motion.

STarTing poinTS For iSo SelecTion

There is a lot of discussion concerning ISO in this and other chapters, but it might be 
helpful if you know where your starting points should be for your ISO settings. The first 
thing you should always try to do is use the lowest possible ISO setting. That being said, 
here are good starting points for your ISO settings:

• 100: Bright, sunny day

• 200: Hazy or outdoor shade on a sunny day

• 400: Indoor lighting at night or cloudy conditions outside

• 800: Late-night, low-light conditions or sporting arenas at night

These are just suggestions, and your ISO selection will depend on a number of factors 
that will be discussed later in the book. You might have to push your ISO even higher as 
needed, but at least now you know where to start.

With the ISO selected, we can now make use of the other controls built into Program 

mode. By rotating the Command dial, we now have the ability to shift the program 

settings. Remember, your camera is using the internal meter to pick what it believes 

are suitable exposure values, but sometimes it doesn’t know what it’s looking at and 

how you want those values applied (Figures 4.1 and 4.2). With the program shift, you 

can influence what the shot will look like. Do you need faster shutter speeds in order 

to stop the action? Just turn the Command dial to the right. Do you want a smaller 

aperture so that you get a narrow depth of field? Then turn the dial to the left until 

you get the desired aperture. The camera shifts the shutter speed and aperture 

accordingly in order to get a proper exposure, and you will get the benefit of your 

choice as a result. Just keep in mind that the camera is always trying to maintain the 

right exposure at every setting, and so the available light and the maximum and 

minimum aperture values of the attached lens will limit the range of shutter speeds 

at a given ISO value.
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FIgure 4.1
This is my first shot using Program mode. The camera 
settings are affected by the large area of white blossoms in 
the background.

FIgure 4.2
By zooming in on the bleeding hearts in the foreground, the 
area of white blossoms was reduced, which reflected less 
light on the light meter and resulted in a reduction of shutter 
speed for proper exposure.

ISO 400
1/320 sec.
f/5
90mm lens

ISO 400
1/250 sec.
f/5
170mm lens

You will also notice that a small star will appear above the letter P in the viewfinder 

and the rear display if you rotate the Command dial. This star is an indication that 

you modified the exposure from the one the camera chose. To go back to the default 

Program exposure, simply turn the dial until the star goes away or switch to a differ-

ent mode and then back to Program mode again.

Let’s set up the camera for Program mode and see how we can make all of this  

come together.
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SeTTing up anD ShooTing in program moDe

1. Turn your camera on and then turn the Command dial to align the P with the 
indicator line.

2. Select your ISO by pressing the i button on the back of the camera.

3. Press up or down on the Multi-selector to highlight the ISO option, then select OK.

4. Press down on the Multi-selector to select a higher ISO setting and then press  
OK to lock in the change.

5. Point the camera at your subject and then activate the camera meter by depress-
ing the shutter button halfway.

6. View the exposure information in the bottom of the viewfinder or by looking at 
the display panel on the back of the camera.

7. While the meter is activated, use your thumb to roll the Command dial left and 
right to see the changed exposure values.

8. Select the exposure that is right for you and start clicking. (Don’t worry if you 
aren’t sure what the right exposure is. We will start working on making the right 
choices for those great shots beginning with the next chapter.)

n

S: ShuTTer prioriTy moDe

 S mode is what we photographers commonly refer to as Shutter Priority 

mode. Just as the name implies, it is the mode that prioritizes or places 

major emphasis on the shutter speed above all other camera settings.

Just as with Program mode, Shutter Priority mode gives us more freedom to control 

certain aspects of our photography. In this case, we are talking about shutter speed. 

The selected shutter speed determines just how long you expose your camera’s sensor 

to light. The longer it remains open, the more time your sensor has to gather light. 

The shutter speed also, to a large degree, determines how sharp your photographs 

are. This is different from the image being sharply in focus. Two of the major influ-

ences on the sharpness of an image are camera shake and the subject’s movement. 

Because a slower shutter speed means that light from your subject is hitting the sen-

sor for a longer period of time, any movement by you or your subject will show up in 

your photos as blur.
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When To uSe ShuTTer prioriTy (S) moDe
•	 When working with fast-moving subjects where you want to freeze the action 

(Figure 4.3); much more on this is in Chapter 5

•	 When you want to emphasize movement in your subject with motion blur  

(Figure 4.4)

•	 When you want to use a long exposure to gather light over a long period of time 

(Figure 4.5); more on this is in Chapter 8

•	 When you want to create that silky-looking water in a waterfall (Figure 4.6)

As you can see, the subject of your photo usually determines whether or not you will 

use Shutter Priority mode. It is important that you be able to visualize the result of 

using a particular shutter speed. The great thing about shooting with digital cameras 

is that you get instant feedback by viewing your shot on the LCD screen. But what if 

your subject won’t give you a do-over? Such is often the case when shooting sport-

ing events. It’s not like you can go ask the quarterback to throw that touchdown pass 

again because your last shot was blurry from a slow shutter speed. This is why it’s 

important to know what those speeds represent in terms of their capabilities to stop 

the action and deliver a blur-free shot.

ISO 100
1/1000 sec.
f/4
12mm lens

FIgure 4.3
even the fastest 
of subjects can be 
frozen with the 
right shutter speed.
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ISO 200
1/8 sec.
f/4
24mm lens

FIgure 4.4
Slowing down the 
shutter speed 
and following the 
motion conveys a 
sense of movement 
in the shot.

ISO 200
1 sec.
f/8
105mm lens

FIgure 4.5
Long exposure 
coupled with a 
steady tripod 
capture a portrait 
of our pet scorpion 
under a single 
blacklight bulb.
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ShuTTer SpeeDS

A slow shutter speed refers to leaving the shutter open for a long period of time—like 1/30 
of a second or less. A fast shutter speed means that the shutter is open for a very short 
period of time—like 1/250 of a second or more.

First, let’s examine just how much control you have over the shutter speeds. The 

D5100 has a shutter speed range from 1/4000 of a second all the way down to 30 

seconds. With that much latitude, you should have enough control to capture almost 

any subject. The other thing to think about is that Shutter Priority mode is considered  

a “semiautomatic” mode. This means that you are taking control over one aspect of 

the total exposure while the camera handles the other. In this instance, you are con-

trolling the shutter speed and the camera is controlling the aperture. This is important, 

because there will be times that you want to use a particular shutter speed but your 

lens won’t be able to accommodate your request.

For example, you might encounter this problem when shooting in low-light situations:  

If you are shooting a fast-moving subject that will blur at a shutter speed slower than 

1/125 of a second but your lens’s largest aperture is f/3.5, you might find that your 

aperture display in the viewfinder and the rear LCD panel will display the word “Lo.” 

ISO 200
1/2 sec.
f/22
70mm lens

FIgure 4.6
Increasing the 
length of the expo-
sure time gives 
falling water a  
silky look.
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This is your warning that there won’t be enough light available for the shot—due to 

the limitations of the lens—so your picture will be underexposed.

Another case where you might run into this situation is when you are shooting moving 

water. To get that look of silky, flowing water, it’s usually necessary to use a shutter 

speed of at least 1/15 of a second. If your waterfall is in full sunlight, you may get a 

message that reads “Hi” because the lens you are using only stops down to f/22 at 

its smallest opening. In this instance, your camera is warning you that you will be 

overexposing your image. There are workarounds for these problems, which we will 

discuss later (see Chapter 7), but it is important to know that there can be limitations 

when using Shutter Priority mode.

SeTTing up anD ShooTing in ShuTTer prioriTy moDe

1. Turn your camera on and then turn the Mode dial to align the S with the  
indicator line.

2. Select your ISO by pressing the i button on the back of the camera.

3. Press up or down on the Multi-selector to highlight the ISO option and then 
press OK.

4. Press down on the Multi-selector to select a higher ISO setting, then press OK  
to lock in the change.

5. Point the camera at your subject and then activate the camera meter by 
depressing the shutter button halfway.

6. View the exposure information in the bottom area of the viewfinder or by  
looking at the rear LCD panel.

7. While the meter is activated, use your thumb to roll the Command dial left  
and right to see the changed exposure values. Roll the dial to the right for 
faster shutter speeds and to the left for slower speeds.

n

a: aperTure prioriTy moDe

 You wouldn’t know it from its name, but Aperture Priority mode is one  

of the most useful and popular of all the professional modes. The mode  

is one of my personal favorites, and I believe that it will quickly become 

one of yours, as well. Aperture Priority mode is also deemed a semiautomatic mode 

because it allows you to once again control one factor of exposure while the camera 

adjusts for the other.
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Why, you may ask, is this one of my favorite modes? It’s because the aperture of your 

lens dictates depth of field. Depth of field, along with composition, is a major factor 

in how you direct attention to what is important in your image. It is the controlling  

factor of how much area in your image is sharp. If you want to isolate a subject from 

the background, such as when shooting a portrait, you can use a large aperture to  

keep the focus on your subject and make both the foreground and background blurry.  

If you want to keep the entire scene sharply focused, such as with a landscape scene,  

then using a small aperture will render the greatest amount of depth of field possible.

When To uSe aperTure prioriTy (a) moDe
•	 When shooting portraits or wildlife (Figure 4.7)

•	 When shooting most landscape photography (Figure 4.8)

•	 When shooting macro, or close-up, photography (Figure 4.9)

FIgure 4.7
A large aperture 
created a very 
blurry background, 
so all the emphasis 
was left on the 
subject.

ISO 100
1/800 sec.
f/2.8
60mm lens
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ISO 200
1/160 sec.
f/10
24mm lens

FIgure 4.8
The smaller 
aperture setting 
brings sharpness 
to near and far 
objects.

ISO 200
1/40 sec.
f/11
60mm lens

FIgure 4.9
Small apertures 
give more 
sharpness in  
macro images.



92 n i k o n  D 5 1 0 0 :  F r o m  S n a p S h o T S  T o  g r e aT  S h o T S

F-STopS anD aperTure

As discussed earlier, when referring to the numeric value of your lens aperture, you will  
find it described as an f-stop. The f-stop is one of those old photography terms that, techni- 
cally, relates to the focal length of the lens (e.g., 200mm) divided by the effective aperture 
diameter. These measurements are defined as “stops” and work incrementally with your  
shutter speed to determine proper exposure. Older camera lenses used one-stop increments 
to assist in exposure adjustments, such as 1.4, 2, 2.8, 4, 5.6, 8, 11, 16, and 22. Each stop 
represents about half the amount of light entering the lens iris as the larger stop before it.  
Today, most lenses don’t have f-stop markings since all adjustments to this setting are per- 
formed via the camera’s electronics. The stops are also now typically divided into 1/3-stop 
increments to allow much finer adjustments to exposures, as well as to match the incremental 
values of your camera’s ISO settings, which are also adjusted in 1/3-stop increments.

So we have established that Aperture Priority (A) mode is highly useful in controlling  

the depth of field in your image. But it’s also pivotal in determining the limits of 

available light that you can shoot in. Different lenses have different maximum aper-

tures. The larger the maximum aperture, the less light you need in order to achieve 

an acceptably sharp image. You will recall that, when in Shutter Priority mode, there 

is a limit at which you can handhold your camera without introducing movement 

or hand shake, which causes blurriness in the final picture. If your lens has a larger 

aperture, you can let in more light all at once, which means that you can use faster 

shutter speeds. This is why lenses with large maximum apertures, such as f/1.4, are 

called “fast” lenses.

On the other hand, bright scenes require the use of a small aperture (such as f/16 or 

f/22), especially if you want to use a slower shutter speed. That small opening reduces 

the amount of incoming light, and this reduction of light requires that the shutter 

stay open longer.

SeTTing up anD ShooTing in aperTure prioriTy moDe

1. Turn your camera on and then turn the Mode dial to align the A with the  
indicator line.

2. Select your ISO by pressing the i button on the back of the camera.

3. Press up or down on the Multi-selector to highlight the ISO option, then  
select OK.

4. Press down on the Multi-selector to select a higher ISO setting, then press OK  
to lock in the change.
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5. Point the camera at your subject and then activate the camera meter by 
depressing the shutter button halfway.

6. View the exposure information in the bottom area of the viewfinder or by  
looking at the rear display panel.

7. While the meter is activated, use your thumb to roll the Command dial left  
and right to see the changed exposure values. Roll the dial to the right for a 
smaller aperture (higher f-stop number) and to the left for a larger aperture 
(smaller f-stop number).

n

Zoom lenSeS anD maximum aperTureS

Some zoom lenses (like the 18–55mm kit lens) have a variable maximum aperture. This 
means that the largest opening will change depending on the zoom setting. In the example 
of the 18–55mm zoom, the lens has a maximum aperture of f/3.5 at 18mm and only f/5.6 
when the lens is zoomed out to 55mm.

m: manual moDe

 Once upon a time, long before digital cameras and program modes, there 

was manual mode. In those days it wasn’t called “manual mode” because 

there were no other modes. It was just photography. Let’s face it—if you 

want to learn the effects of aperture and shutter speed on your photography, there is 

no better way to learn than by setting these adjustments yourself. However, today, 

with the advancement of camera technology, many new photographers never give 

this mode a second thought. That’s truly a shame, as not only is it an excellent way to 

learn your photography basics, but it’s also an essential tool to have in your photo-

graphic bag of tricks.

When you have your camera set to Manual (M) mode, the camera meter will give 

you a reading of the scene you are photographing. It’s your job, though, to set both 

the f-stop (aperture) and the shutter speed to achieve a correct exposure. If you need 

a faster shutter speed, you will have to make the reciprocal change to your f-stop. 

Using any other mode, such as Shutter Priority or Aperture Priority, would mean that 

you just have to worry about one of these changes, but Manual mode means you 

have to do it all yourself. This can be a little challenging at first, but after a while 

you will have a complete understanding of how each change affects your exposure, 

which will, in turn, improve the way that you use the other modes.
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When To uSe manual (m) moDe
•	 When learning how each exposure element interacts with the others (Figure 4.10)

•	 When your environment is fooling your light meter and you need to maintain a 

certain exposure setting (Figure 4.11)

•	 When shooting silhouetted subjects, which requires overriding the camera’s meter 

readings (Figure 4.12)

FIgure 4.10
using Manual  
mode allowed me  
to set the exposure 
for the bright detail 
in the leaf and let 
the background  
go dark.

ISO 250
1/50 sec.
f/5.6
60mm lens
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ISO 200
1/320 sec.
f/11
400mm lens

FIgure 4.11
Beaches and 
snow are always 
a challenge for 
light meters. 
using Manual 
mode allowed 
me to prevent the 
scene from being 
underexposed.

ISO 100
1/350 sec.
f/8
30mm lens

FIgure 4.12
Although the  
meter was doing  
a pretty good job 
of exposing for the 
sky, I used Manual 
mode to push the  
foreground elements 
into complete  
black silhouette 
and get richer color 
in the sunset.
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SeTTing up anD ShooTing in manual moDe

1. Turn your camera on and then turn the Mode dial to align the M with the  
indicator line.

2. Select your ISO by pressing the i button on the back of the camera.

3. Press up or down on the Multi-selector to highlight the ISO option, then select OK.

4. Press down on the Multi-selector to select a higher ISO setting, then press OK  
to lock in the change.

5. Point the camera at your subject and then activate the camera meter by depressing 
the shutter button halfway.

6. View the exposure information in the bottom area of the viewfinder or by  
looking at the display panel on the rear of the camera.

7. While the meter is activated, use your thumb to roll the Command dial left and 
right to change your shutter speed value until the exposure mark is lined up with 
the zero mark. The exposure information is displayed by a scale with marks that 
run from +2 to -2 stops. A proper exposure will line up with the arrow mark in the 
middle. As the indicator moves to the left, it is a sign that you will be overexposing 
(there is too much light on the sensor to provide adequate exposure). Move the 
indicator to the right and you will be providing less exposure than the camera 
meter calls for. This is underexposure.

8. To set your exposure using the aperture, depress the shutter release button until  
the meter is activated. Then, while holding down the Exposure Compensation/
Aperture button (located behind and to the right of the shutter release button), 
rotate the Command dial to change the aperture. Rotate right for a smaller aper-
ture (large f-stop number) and left for a larger aperture (small f-stop number).

n

hoW i ShooT: a cloSer look aT The  
camera SeTTingS i uSe
The great thing about working with a dSLR camera is that I can always feel confident 

that some things will remain unchanged from camera to camera. For me, these are the  

Aperture Priority (A) and Shutter Priority (S) shooting modes. Regardless of the sub-

ject I am shooting—from landscape to portrait to macro—I am almost always going 

to be concerned with my depth of field. Whether it’s isolating my subject with a large  

aperture or trying to maximize the overall sharpness of a sweeping landscape, I always 

keep an eye on my aperture setting. If I do have a need to control the action, I use 

Shutter Priority, my fallback mode. It’s not really a fallback; it’s more like the right  

tool for the right job. If I am trying to create a silky waterfall effect (Figure 4.13), I can 
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depend on Shutter Priority mode to provide that long shutter speed that will deliver. 

Maybe I am shooting a soccer game; I definitely need the fast shutter speeds that will 

freeze the fast-moving action.

ISO 200
1 sec.
f/22
70mm lens

FIgure 4.13
A small aperture decreases 
the light hitting the sensor 
and requires a longer shutter 
for proper exposure, which is 
the perfect combination for 
silky water and a wide depth 
of field.
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While the other camera modes have their place, I think you will find that, like me 

and most other working pros, you will use the Aperture Priority and Shutter Priority 

modes for 90 percent of your shooting.

The other concern that I have when I am setting up my camera is just how low I can 

keep my ISO. This is always a priority for me because a low ISO will deliver the clean-

est image. I raise the ISO only as a last resort because each increase in sensitivity is an 

opportunity for more digital noise to enter my image. To that end, I always have the 

High ISO Noise Reduction feature turned on (see Chapter 7).

To make quick changes while I shoot, I often use the Exposure Compensation feature 

(covered in Chapter 7) so that I can make small over- and underexposure changes. 

This is different than changing the aperture or shutter; it is more like fooling the 

camera meter into thinking the scene is brighter or darker than it actually is. To get 

to this function quickly, I simply press the Exposure Compensation/Aperture button, 

then dial in the desired amount of compensation. Truth be told, I usually have this set 

to –1/3 so that there is just a tiny bit of underexposure in my image. This usually leads 

to better color saturation. (Note: The Exposure Compensation feature does not work 

in the Manual shooting mode.)

One of the reasons I change my exposure is to make corrections when I see the 

“blinkies” in my rear LCD. Blinkies are the warning signal that part of my image has 

been overexposed to the point that I no longer have any detail in the highlights. 

When the Highlight Alert feature is turned on, the display will flash wherever the 

potential exists for overexposure. The black and white flashing will only appear in 

areas of your picture that are in danger of overexposure.

SeTTing up The highlighT alerT FeaTure

1. Press the Menu button, then use the Multi-selector to access the Playback  
menu (A).

2. Once in the Playback menu, move the Multi-selector to Playback Display Options 
and press OK (B).

A B
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3. Move the Multi-selector down to select 
the Highlights option, then press OK 
to place a check mark next to the word 
Highlights (C).

4. Now move back up to select Done, and 
press OK again to lock in your change.

n

Once the highlight warning is turned on, 

I use it to check my images on the back 

of the LCD after taking a shot. If I see an area that is blinking, I will usually set the 

Exposure Compensation feature to an underexposed setting like –1/3 or –2/3 stops 

and take another photo, checking the result on the screen. I repeat this process until 

the warning is gone.

Sometimes, such as when shooting into the sun, the warning will blink no matter 

how much you adjust the exposure because there is just no detail in the highlight. 

Use your best judgment to determine if the warning is alerting you to an area where 

you want to retain highlight detail.

As you work your way through the coming chapters, you will see other tips and tricks 

I use in my daily photography, but the most important tip I can give is to understand 

the features of your camera so that you can leverage the technology in a knowledge-

able way. This will result in better photographs.

C
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 Chapter 4 Assignments
This will be more of a mental challenge than anything else, but you should put a lot of work 
into these lesson assignments because the information covered in this chapter will define how 
you work with your camera from this point on. Granted, there may be times that you just want 
to grab some quick pictures and will resort to the automatic scene modes, but to get serious 
with your photography, you will want to learn the professional modes inside and out.

Starting off with Program mode

Set your camera on Program mode and start shooting. Become familiar with the adjustments 
you can make to your exposure by turning the Command dial. Shoot in bright sun, deep 
shade, indoors, anywhere that you have different types and intensities of light. While you are 
shooting, make sure that you keep an eye on your ISO and raise or lower it according to your 
environment.

Learning to control time with the Shutter Priority mode

Find some moving subjects and then set your camera to S mode. Have someone ride their bike 
back and forth or even just photograph cars as they go by. Start with a slow shutter speed of 
around 1/30 of a second and then start shooting with faster and faster shutter speeds. Keep 
shooting until you can freeze the action. Now find something that isn’t moving, like a flower, 
and start with your shutter speed at something fast like 1/500 of a second and then work your 
way down. Don’t brace the camera on a steady surface. Just try and shoot as slowly as possible, 
down to about 1/4 of a second. The point is to see how well you can handhold your camera 
before you start introducing hand shake into the image, making it appear soft and somewhat 
unfocused.

Controlling depth of field with the Aperture Priority mode

The name of the game with Aperture Priority mode is depth of field. Set up three items an 
equal distance from you. I would use chess pieces or something similar. Now focus on the 
middle item and set your camera to the largest aperture that your lens allows (remember, large 
aperture means a small number, like f/3.5). Now, while still focusing on the middle subject, 
start shooting with ever-smaller apertures until you are at the smallest f-stop for your lens.  
If you have a zoom lens, try doing this exercise with the lens at the widest and then the most 
telephoto settings. Now move up to subjects that are farther away, like telephone poles, and 
shoot them in the same way. The idea is to get a feel for how each aperture setting affects your 
depth of field.
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Giving and taking with Manual mode

Manual mode is not going to require a lot of work, but you should pay close attention to your 
results. Go outside on a sunny day and, using the camera in Manual mode, set your ISO to 
100, your shutter speed to 1/125 of a second, and your aperture to f/16. Now press your shutter 
release button to get a meter reading. You should be pretty close to that zero mark. If not, 
make small adjustments to one of your settings until it hits that mark. Now, this is where the 
fun begins. Start moving your shutter speed slower, to 1/60, and then set your aperture to 
f/22. Now go the other way. Set your aperture on f/8 and your shutter speed to 1/500. Now 
review your images. If all went well, all the exposures should look the same. This is because 
you balanced the light with reciprocal changes to the aperture and shutter speed. Now go 
back to our original setting of 1/125 at f/16 and try just moving the shutter speed without 
changing the aperture. Just make 1/3-stop changes (1/125 to 1/100 to 1/80 to 1/60), and then 
review your images to see what a 1/3 stop of overexposure looks like. Then do the same thing 
going in the opposite way. It’s hard to know if you want to over- or underexpose a scene until 
you have actually done it and seen the results.

With each of the assignments, make sure that you keep track of your modes and exposures 
so that you can compare them with the image. If you are using software to review your 
images, you should also be able to check the camera settings that are embedded within the 
image’s metadata.

Share your results with the book’s Flickr group! 

Join the group here: flickr.com/groups/nikond5100fromsnapshotstogreatshots/
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iNDeX

Numbers
3D-tracking AF mode, using, 

116–117
100 ISO setting, using, 83
200 ISO setting, using, 83
400 ISO setting, using, 83
800 ISO setting, using, 83
1080p resolution, explained, 49

a
A (Aperture Priority) mode, 96

environmental portraits, 134
isolating subjects, 111–112
vs. S (Shutter Priority) mode, 

111–112
using, 89–93, 100, 132–134

accessory terminal, identifying, 51
action. See also movement

anticipating, 117–119
camera placement, 124–125
following, 127
freezing, 46, 80–81, 109–110
getting in front of, 124
panning, 127
placement of subjects, 123–124
tips for shooting, 123–125

action shots
direction of travel, 106
shutter speeds, 109
subject speed, 106–107
subject-to-camera distance, 108

Active D-Lighting feature
Auto (A) level, 263
bracketing with, 265–266
Extra High (H*) level, 263
High (H) level, 263
Low (L) level, 263
Normal (N) level, 263
Off level, 263
setting up, 265
unavailability in scene  

modes, 75
using, 263–264

additive color, explained, 16
Adobe RGB color space, 15–17
AE-L (Auto Exposure Lock) 

feature, using, 137–138, 256
AF Assist Illuminator, using, 

215–216
AF (autofocus) modes, 75, 116–117. 

See also focus modes; M 
(Manual) focus

AF-A mode, 12, 75
AF-area mode, setting to Dynamic, 

116
AF-Assist Illuminator,  

identifying, 2
AF-C mode, 75

selecting, 115
shooting in, 115

AF-F mode, 75
AF-S (Single-servo AF) mode, 11, 

25, 75, 138–139
angles, considering in 

composition, 238–239
aperture

and f-stops, 92
function of, 47
reaching maximum of, 109
role in exposure triangle, 43

aperture mode, accessing, 79
Aperture Priority (A) mode, 96

environmental portraits, 134
isolating subjects, 111–112
vs. Shutter Priority (S) mode, 

112
using, 89–93, 100, 132–134

audio
recording, 51
turning off, 51

Auto (Flash Off) mode
ISO setting, 59
using, 59–60

Auto Exposure Bracketing, using, 
260–261

Auto Exposure Lock (AE-L) 
feature, using, 137–138, 256

Auto ISO sensitivity control, 113–
114. See also ISO settings

Auto ISO setting
enabling, 10
noise associated with, 10
turning off, 9–11

Auto mode
problem with, 60
shooting in, 76
using, 58–59

Auto Off timer setting,  
adjusting, 6

AutoExposure/AutoFocus Lock 
button, identifying, 3

autofocus
overriding, 17–18
unavailability in scene  

modes, 74

autofocus (AF) modes, 75, 116–117.  
See also focus modes; M 
(Manual) focus

automatic focus features,  
turning off, 180

automatic modes, limitations of, 
74–75

Autumn Colors scene mode, 70
A/V port, identifying, 51

B
battery

charging, 5
keeping backups, 5

Beach/Snow scene mode, 68
BKT mode

accessing, 260
using with HDR (high dynamic 

range), 200
black and white

filter colors, 175
landscape scenes, 175–176

black and white portraits
Filter effects, 142
Monochrome picture control, 

140–143
taking, 140–142

“blinkies” feature, turning on, 172
Blossom scene mode, 70
bracketing

with Active D-Lighting feature, 
265–266

exposures, 260–261
HDR images, 201

buffer, function of, 121
built-in flash. See also fill flash; 

flash
Aperture Priority (A) speed, 

220
ISO settings, 219
metering modes, 220–221
Program (P) shutter speed, 220
range of, 219
setting to manual power setting, 

220–221
Shutter Priority (S) speed, 220
shutter speeds, 219–220
TTL (Through The Lens) 

feature, 220
using, 218–219

Bulb setting
selecting, 258
using, 259, 268

burst mode, using, 119–121
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C
camera back

AutoExposure/AutoFocus Lock 
button, 3

Command dial, 3
Delete button, 3
information edit, 3
infrared receiver, 3
LCD/information screen, 3
memory card door, 3
menu, 3
Mode dial, 3
Multi-Selector, 3
OK button, 3
Playback button, 3
playback zoom in, 3
Thumbnail/Playback Zoom 

Out, 3
camera front

AF-Assist Illuminator, 2
Flash Mode button, 2
Function button, 2
infrared receiver, 2
lens mounting mark, 2
Lens Release button, 2
microphone, 2

camera settings, changing, 25
camera shake, avoiding, 214
camera top

Exposure Compensation/
Aperture Adjustment, 4

flash hot shoe, 4
Info button, 4
Live View switch, 4
mode dial, 4
Movie Record button, 4
shutter release, 4
speaker, 4

cameras
dSLR, 22–24
handholding, 212, 230
holding, 22–25
point-and-shoot, 22–24
setting up, 24

Candlelight scene mode, 70
cards. See memory cards
catchlight

examples, 147
explained, 146

Center-weighted metering mode, 
135–137

Child mode, using, 63
children, photographing, 156–157
Clean Now feature, using, 34
cleaning sensors, 33–34

Close-up mode
aperture, 65
built-in flash, 65
ISO settings, 65
using, 65–66, 77

close-up photography, 261–263, 
269

Cloudy setting, using with white 
balance, 14

color
considering in composition, 

241–242
warm versus cool, 15

color balance correction, process 
of, 13

Color Sketch effect mode, 71, 73
color spaces

Adobe RGB, 15–17
sRGB, 15–16

color temperature, 15, 178
color theory

additive color, 16
subtractive color, 16

Command dial, identifying, 3
composition

ABCs of, 248
angles, 238–239
brightness, 184
color, 241–242
colors, 184
contrast, 242–244
creating depth, 188–189
defined, 184, 233
depth of field, 236–237
directing viewers, 184–185
frames within frames, 246–247
grid overlays, 188
horizon lines, 187
leading lines, 245
lines, 246–247
patterns, 239–240
point of view, 239
reflections, 238
rule of thirds, 186–187
sharpness, 184
splitting frames, 246

Continuous shooting mode, using, 
119–121

Continuous-servo AF mode 
(AF-C)

selecting, 115
shooting in, 115

contrast, considering in 
composition, 242–244

cool vs. warm color temperatures, 
178

cursor, activating in information 
screen, 8

D
dawn, shooting at, 69
Delete button, identifying, 3
deleting images, 22
depth, creating, 188–189
depth of field (DOF)

comparing, 202
in composition, 236–237
controlling, 100
dictating, 90
explained, 47
focusing subjects, 112
increasing, 80–81
one-third rule, 181
in portraits, 159

Direct Sunlight, using with white 
balance, 13

display modes
Highlights, 18–19
None, 18–19
Overview, 18–19
RGB histogram, 18–19
Shooting data, 18–19

drive modes
continuous, 118
single shot, 118

dSLR cameras, holding, 22
Dusk/Dawn scene mode, 69

e
effects modes

Color Sketch, 71, 73
High Key, 72
Low Key, 72
Miniature Effect, 71, 73
Night Vision, 71–73
Selective Color, 71, 73–74
Silhouette, 71
using, 71, 77

environmental portraits, shooting, 
134. See also portraits

EV (exposure value), achieving, 42
exposure. See also long exposures; 

reciprocal exposures
bracketing, 75, 260–261
calculating, 44–45
controlling with spot meter, 

254–256
light needed for, 44
process of, 42

Exposure Compensation feature, 
75, 172–175

Exposure Compensation/Aperture 
Adjustment, 4
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i
image formats

JPEG vs. RAW, 34–35
learning, 53
shooting in, 36–37

image quality settings
accessing chart of, 9
adjusting, 7–9

image resolution, explained, 35
images

adding balance to, 239–240
deleting, 22

Incandescent setting, using with 
white balance, 13

indoors, shooting, 68
Info button, identifying, 4
information display, activating, 

8, 174
information edit, identifying, 3
infrared receiver, identifying, 2–3
interlaced video, 50
ISO, role in exposure triangle, 43
ISO 100 reciprocal exposures, 44
ISO 200 reciprocal exposures, 45
ISO settings. See also Auto ISO 

sensitivity control
adjusting on the fly, 110
choosing, 9–11
expanding, 211
keeping, 98
for landscape scenes, 166–168
raising for mood lighting, 

208–211
starting points, 83

J
JPEG format. See also RAW+JPEG 

format
versus RAW, 34–35
shooting in, 36

JPEG image quality, setting, 7–9
JPEG settings

Basic, 7
Fine, 7
Large, 7
Medium, 7
Normal, 7
Small, 7

k
Kelvin temperatures

camera flash, 15
daylight, 15
flames, 15
incandescent bulbs, 15
moonlight, 15
shade (open), 15

focus points
availability of, 11
establishing, 214
setting, 11–12
shooting from, 140

focusing in low light, 215–216
Food scene mode, 67
frames

within frames, 246–247
splitting, 246–247

front curtain mode, explained, 226
f-stops

and aperture, 92
calculating, 44–45
examples, 44
explained, 44
ISO 100, 44
ISO 200, 45

Function button, identifying, 2

G
golden light, shooting in, 176–177
grid overlay, using in Live View, 

188

h
HDMI port, identifying, 51
HDR (high dynamic range) 

images
BKT mode, 200
bracketing, 200–201
built-in function, 195–200
exposure, 198
overexposing, 198
rendering, 198
setting up for, 200
tonemapping, 195, 199
underexposing, 198

HDR function, using, 203
HFD (hyper focal distance), 

178–179, 202
High ISO Noise Reduction, 230

High setting, 210
Normal setting, 210
using, 209–210

High Key effect mode, 72, 174
Highlight Alert feature

setting up, 98–99
using, 172

highlights, regaining detail in, 174
Highlights display mode, 18–19
histograms, evaluating, 20–21
Holographium app, features of, 

257–258
horizon lines, considering, 187, 

203, 246

exposure triangle
aperture, 43
ISO, 43
reciprocal change, 43
shutter speed, 43

exposure value (EV), achieving, 42

F
f/5.6 aperture, using, 132
face priority focusing, 145
faces, detecting, 144–146
fill flash, using, 146–147. See also 

built-in flash; flash
filter colors, using in black and 

white photos, 175
filters

neutral density, 182, 184
polarizing, 182

firmware
checking version number, 

32, 53
updating, 32–33, 53

flash. See also built-in flash; fill 
flash

disabling, 216–217
external, 228–229
and glass, 228–229
preventing from firing, 59

flash compensation
changing, 222–223
icon, 147
range of, 221–222
unavailability in scene modes, 

75
using, 222

flash hot shoe, identifying, 4
Flash Mode, 2, 216
Flash setting, using with white 

balance, 13
flash sync

explained, 218
front curtain mode, 226
Rear Curtain Sync mode, 226
speed, 219

Fluorescent setting, using with 
white balance, 13

focal length lenses
normal, 40
telephoto, 40–41
zoom, 42

focus modes. See also AF 
(autofocus) modes; M 
(Manual) mode

AF-S (Single-servo AF), 11, 
138–139

choosing, 117
experimenting with, 126
setting, 11–12
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MC setting, accessing, 142
megapixels (MP), referring to 

resolution in, 35
memory cards

accessing list of, 30
choosing, 30
door, 3
formatting, 31, 53
SDHC type, 30
size of, 30
updating firmware from, 32–33

menu, identifying, 3
meter

activating, 85, 89, 93, 96, 174
function of, 135

metering
for sunrise, 256
for sunset, 256
unavailability in scene modes, 

74
metering modes

Center-weighted, 135–137
choosing, 159
Exposure Compensation 

feature, 135
Matrix, 135
for portraits, 135–137
Spot, 135

MF (manual focus)
using, 25, 117–118, 126
using for video recording, 48

mic jack, identifying, 51
microphone, identifying, 2
microphone jack, identifying, 51
Miniature Effect mode, 71, 73
Mode dial

categories of, 74
identifying, 3–4
zones on, 11–12

Monochrome picture control
color filter settings, 175–176
Sharpness setting, 175
using, 140–143

mood lighting
focusing in low light, 214–217
High ISO Noise Reduction, 209
Night Vision effect mode, 

211–212
raising ISO settings, 208–211
raising noise reduction, 209
shooting in low-light 

conditions, 212
VR (Vibration Reduction) lens, 

212–213
moonlight, shooting in, 215
motion

mechanics of, 126
stopping, 109–111

light meter
activating, 85, 89, 93, 96, 174
function of, 135

lighting
focusing in low light, 214–217
High ISO Noise Reduction, 209
Night Vision effect mode, 

211–212
raising ISO settings, 208–211
raising noise reduction, 209
shooting in low-light 

conditions, 212
VR (Vibration Reduction) lens, 

212–213
lightning strikes, photographing, 

259
lines, considering in composition, 

238, 244, 246–247
Live View

activating, 145
autofocus area modes, 144
combining with modes, 145
detecting faces with, 144–146
Face-priority autofocus area 

mode, 144
features of, 76
Grid overlay, 146, 188
Normal-area autofocus mode, 

144
resource, 145
shooting with, 145
Subject-tracking autofocus area 

mode, 144
switch, 4, 48
using for white balance, 170–171
using with rule of thirds, 203
using with video recording, 48
Wide-area autofocus mode, 144

“Lo,” appearance of, 109
long exposures. See also exposure

reducing noise in, 231
shooting, 217–218, 230

lossless compression, explained, 35
Low Key effect mode, 72, 174
low-light conditions, shooting in, 

212, 214–217

m
M (Manual) mode. See also AF 

(autofocus) modes; focus 
modes

bulb photography, 257–259
using, 93–96, 101. 

macro photography, 261–263, 269
manual focus (MF)

using, 25, 117–118, 126
using for video recording, 48

Matrix metering mode, 135

sky (overcast), 15
white fluorescent, 15

kit lenses, 42

L
Landscape mode

changing functions, 62
focus mode, 62
ISO settings, 62
picture control, 61
using, 61–62, 77

Landscape picture control, 
applying, 172

landscape scenes
black and white, 175–176
composition, 184–189
darkening foliage, 175
darkening skies, 175
Exposure Compensation 

feature, 172–175
focusing, 178–181
golden light, 176–177
HDR (high dynamic range) 

images, 195–201
HFD (hyper focal distance), 178
ISO settings, 166–168
making water fluid, 182–184
noise reduction, 168
panoramas, 190–194
tack sharp, 179
tripods, 178
using tripods for, 164–165
white balance, 169–171

LCD display
identifying, 3
reviewing shots on, 25, 111
zooming in on, 111

leading lines, considering in 
composition, 245, 247

lens flare, avoiding, 259
lens mounting mark, identifying, 2
Lens Release button, identifying, 2
lenses

components of, 38
function of, 37
glass elements of, 38
kit, 42
normal, 40
selecting for portraits, 150
telephoto, 40–41
using, 53
VR (Vibration Reduction), 

212–213
wide vs. telephoto, 126
wide-angle, 38–39, 134, 180
zoom, 42, 93

light. See visible spectrum of light
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reciprocal change, explained, 43
reciprocal exposures. See also 

exposure
ISO 100, 44
ISO 200, 45

red-eye, reducing, 223–225, 231
reflections, photographing, 

237–238
resolution. See image resolution
RGB color spaces, 15–16
RGB histogram display mode, 18–19
rule of thirds, applying, 186–187, 

203

S
S (Shutter Priority) mode, 96–97

vs. A (Aperture Priority) mode, 
111–112

benefit of, 111
stopping motion, 109–111
using, 85–89, 100
using with waterfalls, 182

SB-600 Speedlight, 229
scene modes

Autumn Colors, 70
Beach/Snow, 68
Blossom, 70
Candlelight, 70
Dusk/Dawn, 69
Food, 67
limitations of, 74–75
Night Landscape, 68
Night Portrait, 67
Party/Indoor, 68
Pet Portrait, 69
Sunset, 69
using, 66

SD (Secure Digital) memory cards
considering, 30
updating firmware from, 32–33

SDHC memory cards,  
considering, 30

Selective Color effect mode, 71, 
73–74

self-timer, using, 214. See also 
timer settings

sensor, cleaning, 33–34, 53
Set Picture Control icon, 

displaying, 142
Shade setting, using with white 

balance, 14
shadows, reducing, 146–147
sharpness, achieving, 91
Shooting data display mode, 18–19

picture controls
unavailability in scene modes, 

74
using with portraits, 159

pictures, increasing sharpness of, 
214. See also shots

Playback button, identifying, 3
Playback menu, display options, 18
playback zoom, identifying, 3
point of view, considering in 

composition, 239
polarizing filter, using, 182
Portrait (PT) control, using, 144
Portrait mode, using, 60–61, 76, 

132
portrait tips

backgrounds, 154–155
children, 156
close-ups, 158
composition, 149, 152
cropping, 151
faces in composition, 155
framing scenes, 153
lens selection, 150
midday sun, 152
pre-sundown shots, 155
space between subjects, 156
taking vertical shots, 152
using frames, 152

portraits. See also environmental 
portraits

black and white, 140–143
metering modes for, 135–137
on the move, 148

ports, identifying, 51
Program (P) mode

appearance of star in, 84
ISO settings, 82–83
using, 82–85, 100

progressive scan video, 50
PT (Portrait) control, using, 144

r
RAW format

advice, 36
dynamic range, 35
features of, 35–36
versus JPEG, 34–35
lossless compression, 35
as negative, 36
sharpening, 36

RAW+JPEG format, shooting in, 
36–37. See also JPEG format

Rear Curtain Sync mode
explained, 226–227
using, 228, 231

motion effects
motion blur, 122–123
panning, 121–122

movement. See also action
conveying, 87
feeling, 127
and shutter speed, 106

movie quality, setting, 50
Movie Record button

identifying, 4, 48
pressing, 48–49

MP (megapixels), referring to 
resolution in, 35

Multi-Selector, identifying, 3
My Menu setting

activating, 266
customizing, 266–267
using, 266

N
neutral density filter, using, 182, 

184
Night Landscape scene mode, 68
Night Portrait scene mode, 67
Night Vision effect mode, 71–73, 

211–212
Nikon SB-600 Speedlight, 229
noise, occurrence of, 10
noise reduction

in landscape scenes, 168
raising for mood lighting, 209
saving space with, 210

None display mode, 18–19
normal lenses, 40

o
OK button, identifying, 3
one-third rule, using, 181
overexposure, applying Exposure 

Compensation, 172–175

p
P (Program) mode

appearance of star in, 84
ISO settings, 82–83
using, 82–85, 100

panning, 121–122, 127
panoramas

creating, 190–191
multiple-image, 192–194

Party/Indoor scene mode, 68
patterns, considering in 

composition, 239–240
people, photographing outside, 

146. See also subjects
Pet Portrait scene mode, 69
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W
warm vs. cool color temperatures, 

178
water

making fluid, 182–184
shooting, 88, 97

waterfall shot, setting up, 182
white balance

Auto setting, 13
Cloudy setting, 14
and color temperature, 15
customizing Function button 

for, 170
Direct Sunlight setting, 13
Flash setting, 13
Fluorescent setting, 13
Incandescent setting, 13
Pre setting, 14
selecting, 24
selecting for landscape scenes, 

169–171
setting, 13–17
Shade setting, 14
unavailability in scene modes, 

74
using Live View for, 170–171

wide-angle lenses, 38–39
focusing in manual mode, 180
vs. telephoto, 126
using, 134

Z
zoom lenses, 42, 93

Subjects. See also people
focusing, 112
freezing, 106
high-key, 174
isolating, 47, 80–81, 111–112
low-key, 174

subtractive color, explained, 16
sunrise, metering for, 256
sunset, metering for, 256
Sunset scene mode, 69

t
tack sharp, explained, 179
telephoto lenses, 40–41, 126
Thumbnail/Playback Zoom Out, 

identifying, 3
timer settings, choosing, 6. See 

also self-timer
tripods

focusing during use of, 180
stability, 165
using in landscape scenes, 

164–165, 178
and VR (Vibration Reduction) 

lenses, 165
TTL (Through The Lens) 

technology, 220

U
USB port, identifying, 51

V
video

capturing, 48–49
frame rate settings, 50
interlaced, 50
progressive scan, 50
quality, 49–50
resolutions, 49
using MF (manual focus), 48
watching, 52

video clips, recording, 53
video recording

starting, 48–49
stopping, 49

views, selecting for shots, 18–19
visible spectrum of light

basis of, 16
explained, 15

VR (Vibration Reduction) lenses, 
165, 212–213

shooting modes
automatic scene/effects, 11
professional, 11
returning to, 8
zones, 11

shots, reviewing, 18–19. See also 
pictures

Shutter Priority (S) mode, 96–97
vs. Aperture Priority (A) mode, 

112
benefit of, 111
stopping motion, 109–111
using, 85–89, 100
using with waterfalls, 182

shutter release, identifying, 4
shutter speed

controlling, 88
examples, 43
function of, 45
importance of, 106
ISO 100, 44
ISO 200, 45
lengthening, 257
and movement, 106
range of, 88
role in exposure triangle, 43
slow vs. fast, 88

shutter speed mode, accessing, 79
Silhouette effect mode, 71
Single-servo AF (AF-S) mode, 11, 

25, 75, 138–139
skin tones, improving, 144
snow, shooting, 68, 95
sound

recording, 51
turning off, 51

speaker, identifying, 4
Speedlight flashes, external, 229
Sports mode

ISO settings, 65
using, 64–65, 77

spot meter, using, 254–256
Spot Metering mode, 135

setting up, 254
shooting in, 254–255

sRGB color space, 15–16
stops

and aperture, 92
calculating, 44–45
examples, 44
explained, 44
ISO 100, 44
ISO 200, 45


	CONTENTS
	INTRODUCTION
	CHAPTER 4: THE PROFESSIONAL MODES
	Taking Your Photography to the Next Level
	Poring Over the Picture
	P: Program Mode
	S: Shutter Priority Mode
	A: Aperture Priority Mode
	M: Manual Mode
	How I Shoot: A Closer Look at the Camera Settings I Use

	INDEX
	A
	B
	C
	D
	E
	F
	G
	H
	I
	J
	K
	L
	M
	N
	O
	P
	R
	S
	T
	U
	V
	W
	Z




