Fujifilm FinePix S2 Pro KILLER TIPS
(Plus - the ‘improvements’ Fuji forgot to mention they had made to the S2)
The demand for the S2 has already outstripped that of the SI - however some users of the S2 feel it is less sharp than the S1. Ron Stillwell takes a closer look and explains how to quickly and easily get pin-sharp prints up to 30x20 inches
Sharpness – S1 v S2 (What Fuji forgot to mention)

After the success of the S1, Fuji asked photographers around the world what improvements they would like to have included in the 52. It appears some Fashion and portrait photographers said the standard sharpness setting was ‘too hard’ and would like less sharpening. This point was noted and new sharpening algorithms were used in the S2, giving less sharpness.

For general work the standard sharpening on the S1 was okay but I did notice the point mentioned, as well as slight colour shifts/artifacts in skin tones. As I have said several times before, sharpness should not be applied in any camera, always (if required) in Photoshop, after sizing etc. have been completed.

I have now produced several hundred prints (up to 30”x20”) from three different S2’s and all the results have been truly superb.

There are some photographers out there who really think their S2 is not as good as the S1 and won’t listen to any advice given. All I can say to them is . . . stop talking rubbish and listen! If you really think your S2 is unsharp’, send me the image Files (without sharpness applied in the camera) and I’ll send you a razor-sharp 1 2”x8’ from them.

Digital photography offers many exciting opportunities to extend both your creative and technical abilities. Pro digital cameras, such as the 52 Pro, now surpass the image quality of any 35mm Film camera and can compete equally with the best 1 20 Film cameras. However, to achieve this successfully requires some skillful post production work to the captured image, using a photo-editing program such as Photoshop. It’s not difficult to do and won’t require more than a Few seconds to apply.
Before explaining ways to enhance a digital image, let’s look at one of the basics of digital imaging that is often overlooked or not properly understood. Sharpness: All digital capture devices (scanners and cameras) produce images which are slightly unsharp. This always occurs due to the nature of the capture and digitisation process. It is important to understand we are talking about unsharpness not out-of-focus in the photographic sense. To the untrained eye an unsharp image may look out-of-locus but closer inspection (at 100% image size on a monitor) will show fine detail is present, albeit a little soft.
All pro digital cameras have the means to sharpen images ‘on-the-fly’ if this option is selected - the factory default setting is usually ON. Two other options are usually available - OFF and HARD. So, which is best? Answer, OFF. With few exceptions, no matter what pro digital camera you use, you can get far better results when sharpness is applied after the image has been edited (if required) and the size and resolution set. Then, and only then, should any sharpening be applied. Why? Because the amount of sharpness applied will give different results according to the image size and output resolution. Also, the ~ of sharpening applied will differ depending upon the content of the image - I’ll explain why later.
There are other reasons why sharpness should not be applied in the camera (if you want to squeeze every last bit of quality out of an image file). If the captured image is dark and needs density removing, applying sharpness in the camera will accentuate noise’ which will appear as coloured ‘grain’ in the shadow and midtone areas as density is removed. With sharpness off the noise is less noticeable and sharpening can be applied to the Lightness channel in

Lab Color mode. This is particularly effective as you avoid generating ‘noise’ when sharpening.

Another reason for not applying sharpness in the camera is, as the digital purists say, it alters every pixel of the image and can increase colour contrast. But won’t the same thing happen if you sharpen the image afterwards in Photoshop? No, not unless you want to or don’t fully understand how Unsharp Mask works. Does this mean the sharpness applied in a digital cam​era is different to Unsharp Mask in a photo-editing program? Yes, they are like chalk and cheese.
A digital image starts life as millions of binary digits (0 and 1), known as bits. How do you ‘sharpen’ binary digits?! By applying complex algorithm tables (you know, those things you had to learn at school in maths and never understood) to the binary data of the image. Don’t worry that’s the complicated bit out of the way! The algorithm tables used in digital cam​eras can do a good job when applied to small or medium sized images (up to 1 0Mb uncompressed) but larger Files (above 1 0Mb) require a more versa​tile application of sharpening if these (larger) images are to be printed at or above their native file sizes. See the sharpening as applied by digital cameras as two-dimensional and three-dimensional using Photo​shop or other post-production sharpening software.

What is the native image size? It is the file size (dimension in pixels, inches/cm) when opened in a photo-editing program. All digital cameras show the image resolution as 72 pixels-per-inch. Why this (low) resolution? That’s a long story but basically it’s the screen resolution of a Mac computer and it meant that the early (small) digital images could open at 100%. That’s all irrelevant now, but more important is understanding the relationship between size and resolution. If you take the ‘raw’ image file and output it to a printer (one that cannot alter the settings) the print would be rather large and very pixely. But, if you ‘rearrange’ the image settings, the same image can produce a (smaller) sharp print - without altering one pixel of the image! See the two windows opposite. The top one shows the initial setting when an image file is opened. The lower window shows the same file with the resolution changed to 300 ppi. Note the file size is exactly the same but the overall image size has reduced. Increasing image resolution is rather like squeezing the file pixels together. Does this mean the higher the image resolution, the sharper the output print will be? Only to the resolution required by the output device (printer). There is absolutely no point in making an image resolution any higher as the extra’ pixels would be discarded by the printer or, in some cases, cause the printer to make the print pro​portionally larger than required.
What does all of this have to do with the larger image Files produced by cameras such as the Fuji 52? Basically, as I’ll explain shortly, larger file sizes can appear less sharp on a monitor than the same image captured at a smaller pixel size, particularly if sharp​ness has been applied in the camera in both cases. This brings me to one of the most commonly asked questions regarding the Fuji S2 - Why do my images look as if they are out of focus?
I have looked at images from dozens of photogra​phers who believe their S2 to be suffering from this problem. First of all, as I said earlier, there is confusion between out-of-Focus and unsharpness. The images I have seen where unsharp (by varying degrees). Some had applied sharpness in the camera, some had left sharpness off and applied it in Photoshop afterwards, and some had left sharpness on and applied it again in Photoshop. In all instances I have to admit the results were not particularly satisfactory.
This leads me to another common complaint - why don’t the images from my S2 look as good as those from my S1? Both these problems boil down to the same - sharpness! I have used the S1 camera ever since it was launched and therefore I can compare the image output from both. It appears the sharpening algorithms used in both cameras are different - 
This means that when sharpening is applied on the S2 to the larger image size the image is sharp​ened less. Some photographers have increased the sharpness setting on the camera to HARD with slight​ly better results. So, what’s the solution?
Let’s go back to the beginning; forget using the sharpness setting on the camera - this applies to any pro digital camera - if you want top quality images. The S2, and any other camera capable of producing 30Mb + image Files is in a ‘higher’ league to other digital cameras and should be treated differently. It’s no more difficult to produce clean, sharp images than with the S1 (it can actually produce far better larger images) but to do so requires a more disciplined approach to sharpening.
Sharpening images from the S2 - This technique also applies to any pro digital camera if you want to get the best out of your images. There is not enough space to explain every step involved or why this way is better than another. Please take my word, from someone who has spent over a decade using digital imaging (and Photoshop) every working day (and many weekends too!). During that time I have made contact with many of the world’s leading experts in the field of digital imaging, either through reading dozens of books or browsing many websites and chatrooms So here we go:
Start by switching sharpness OFF on the camera. Open the captured image in Photoshop (or other image-editing program with Unsharp Mask). Set the Size you want and Resolution required by the output printer, If you want a large print this may require the image to resampled (upsampled) - this means the software (Photoshop) will add pixels. IF so, make sure the method of resampling is Bicubic as this gives the best results. Upsampling increases the Files size beyond its native size and makes the image increasingly softer the larger you g~, but don’t worry. IF you make the image smaller than the native File size it will be downsampled - this does not affect the sharpness, but the image will still require sharpening. In both cases make sure the Resample Image box is checked.
IF the image needs any adjustment to colour or density, now is the time to do it. Once you have made all the adjustments/manipulations you want, you are ready For the Final stage - sharpening the image. To do this you need to change From the RGB mode to Lab Color and select the Lightness channel - see below. This channel shows the luminance of the image

colours and is widely accepted as the best way to apply sharpness to an image (as well as producing excellent black & white image from colour Files but that’s another story). IF you don’t have access to Lab Color in your image-editing program, use RGB.

Open Unsharp Mask. You will see the Following Fields: Amount, Radius and Threshold. Each of these can have a dramatic effect on the sharpening of all or part of an image, according to the combination of set​tings chosen and the content of the image.
before I go any Further I must tell you there is no such thing as an ‘ideal’ setting or ‘one-size-Fits-all’. For example, the ART (Amount etc.) settings for the

image shown above would be too much if applied to the same image to be output for a photographic print. Also, For pre-press work it is best to apply sharpen​ing in CMYK to the individual channels, particularly the black, but that’s (yet) another story.
Unlike applying sharpness in the camera - which is Fixed and ‘two-dimensional’ (one setting For Amount and one For Radius), Unsharp Mask is three-dimen​sional (Amount, Radius and Threshold) and totally variable. What’s more, Unsharp mask can be applied to part of an image (Lasso etc.), one or more layers, and in other modes apart From RGB.
Below, shows the effect of applying sharpness to the Lightness channel, using the settings shown for the black channel (CMYK) opposite. With very Fine detail it is difficult to know how these images will reproduce (here) on a 4-colour press because of pos​sible interference’ patterns generated by the dot/screen used to make the film separations and plates - luckily a problem you don’t encounter with either inkjet & photo print output.

before applying any settings in Unsharp Mask, it is essential to know exactly what each of the three Fields does and how it affects an image. First thing to remember is . . sharpness is (image) size and resolution-dependant. In other words, settings used to produce a sharp image at say, 300 dpi and 1 Ox8 would produce a softer image at say, 300 dpi and 20x1 6. Using this example, For the larger size, the Amount would be increased by 30 to 50% and the Radius by the same, to apply a similar sharpness to the larger image. The Threshold would be left the same. These guidelines hold good providing the image to be enlarged is not hugely increased beyond its orig​inal size. IF so the Figures may have to be increased as oversampling’ makes an image even softer. This may all seem rather complicated but once you understand the rules, their application is quite straightforward.
So what do the three options in Unsharp Mask do?

Amount: You can enter a value between 1 and 500 percent to specify the degree of sharpness applied. Higher values produce more pronounced effects, but these are based on the input values of Radius and Threshold - put 0 in these Fields and even 500% (Amount) won’t have any effect.
Radius: This determines the thickness of the sharp​ened edge. An ‘edge’ is defined when neighbouring pixels differ in brightness. Sharpness is created by generating contrast (or halo) between these pixels. The skill is in not making this halo’ visible on the Final print, even though it will be visible on the screen (at 1 00%) because the monitor screen is a lower reso​lution (Mac - 72 ppi. PC - 96 ppi) than the Final print output.
Threshold - This is the least understood of the three and yet it is often the most effective - when used with Amount and Radius - in creating excellent sharpness by suppressing the ‘grainy’ appearance that can occur with some images when high sharpening is required. A value between 0 and 255 can be entered to control how Photoshop recognises edges in an image. The value indicates the brightness value between two neighbouring pixels that must occur if Photoshop is to sharpen those pixels. For example, if the value is 0 (default setting) all pixels with differing values will be sharpened according to the Amount and Radius selected. As the Threshold value is increased, more and more (similar) pixels are exclud​ed from the sharpening. A setting between 2 and 1 0 is particularly effective when an image contains large areas of single colours (sky etc.) or smooth surfaces (buildings, cars etc.) as applying Threshold reduces banding, ‘edgy’ colour patterns, and grainy or pixely effects which can be caused when applying even moderate amounts of sharpness.
Sharpening, and using Unsharp Mask, in my expe​rience, is the least understood basic digital tool. There is nothing wrong in admitting you don’t Fully under​stand how Unsharp Mask works, but so many of those I talk to won’t. To these I say, ‘live your life in blissful ignorance of what you are missing!’ This is one hell of a powerful (and essential) tool, but in the hands of the ill-informed it can be next to useless.
If the same image was to be output to (RGB) photographic paper the File resolution would be set as required b~ the printer (usually between 250 dpi and 300 dpi) which means, to achieve the same sharpness on the print, the Amount would be less (200%), Radius would be 1 .8 pixels and Threshold, 2 or 3.
These settings would be applied to the Lightness channel in Lab Color mode and the File then converted back to RGB.

Don’t forget: IF you have a lot of images to sharpen (to be output at the same size and resolution) you only have to do the ‘sharpening’ once and record the settings as an Action. Alter this, all you d0 is open a batch of images and hit the assigned F-key to automatically sharpen the image (and save and close if required) - all in a matter of a couple of seconds.
Why ‘Unsharp Mask? Nothing could be more weirdly

named than unsharp mask. It is not a name Photoshop dreamed up but a legacy from a photographic technique used (rarely) many years ago. It entailed making a slightly out-of-Focus film positive from a negative (Or vice versa) and combining the two to highlight the edges in an image. So now you know, For what its worth.
Today’s Unsharp Mask, as used in Photoshop, goes way beyond its namesake as it can sharpen only the edges in an image or it can sharpen any portion of an image according to your exact specifications by using Amount, Radius, Threshold in any combination to suit.

I hope I have enlightened you, Firstly to the Fact that the S2 is capable of producing pin-sharp images, and secondly, pointed you in the right direction as to the best way to apply sharpening. There is so much

more I could tell you about the use of Unsharp Mask but it could fill pages. IF you want more information, this subject is covered extensively in The A to Z of Digital Imaging - yes, I’m giving it a plug, but if you spend thousands of pounds on digital equipment, doesn’t it make sense to Find out (Fast) how to use it properly and not waste time (and money) learning by your mistakes or bad advice? IF you are a ‘hands-on’ type of person, I’ll be running a limited number of digital workshops soon where you can see how to create superb digital images (From any pro camera) and produce sharp prints using a range of techniques described here and others that lack of time and space doesn’t allow me to show here.

One other point which I have come across with regard to the 52 that is worth mentioning - some users are experiencing focussing problems. To some degree this is not surprising as there are five possible Focussing modes! Without going into great detail, the best mode to use For general work is the default setting, that is, ‘Single Area’ which is denoted by the square brackets, without the + in the center. This functions just like most 35mm autofocus cameras - point the square in the centre of the viewfinder at the main sub​ject, half press the shutter (the lens will then focus), recompose the picture and shoot.
IF you want to use manual focussing there is a very important point to remember - place the subject in the focus area in the viewfinder and rotate the lens until the • Focus indicator lights up (i.e. stops flashing). Do not, repeat, do not rely on ‘visual’ focussing as this may lead to the prime focus point being in front or behind your target point! This is because the CCD (photosensor) is slightly thicker than Film and manual Focussing (by eye) sees the image reflected off the mirror, not the CCD. Using the 0 focus indicator is 1 00% accurate as the infra-red Focussing beam is set to the CCD depth, not the viewfinder image.

I’m often asked what are the best settings to use on the 52. I’ve discussed the Focussing and sharpness settings here. Apart from these I would use the fac​tory settings, which include Color and Tone set to standard (STD), not Original, which is misleading. Set the Film speed to your preference - I generally use 1 60 ISO because I can remember what exposures should be From using Film For over 30 years! Even though I use Program mode - with Matrix metering -I still make a mental comparison, particularly when shooting light subjects against dark backgrounds which will Fool any metering system, giving overexposure. In these situations I simply dial in - (minus) EV com​pensation, between half to one and a half stops.

This leads to another useful tip - on the back of the camera, go to Menu/OK, select Image Display
and select Postview. This gives about a one second preview of an image after it has been taken and is being recorded to the media. This is usually enough time to make sure the image is okay - don’t trust to luck!!! Also, check the brightness of the preview screen against the captured image - I Found the Factory setting of my S2 was one stop too bright! When set up and checked out as outlined, the 52 is a truly cracking camera for the money.
Fujifilm FinePix S2 Pro 
MORE KILLER TIPS
In the last issue tips on getting pin-sharp images from the S2 brought forth dozens of calls saying the tips had ‘solved’ the problem some readers were experiencing. This threw up a less common problem - focusing. Ron Stillwell has this one cracked too! Investigations have brought forth some interesting results - read on ...
After the last article on the S2 was published (Nov/Dec) the phone never stopped ring​ing [or a week or so. Calls came not only From S2 users but also readers using every other make of digital camera, saying how much better the results were when they left sharpening off and applied Unsharp Mask in Photoshop, adjusting the settings to suit the image output size and resolution.

By the way, when using Unsharp Mask, don’t be afraid to go right up to (Amount) around 500%, particularly if the image is going to be 20 inches or larger. Try setting the Radius around 1 .5 pixels (0 Threshold) and take the Amount slider right up to 500%, and then bring it down until the graininess just starts to go. Then apply Threshold if required.

Now, lets look at another intriguing problem a small number of readers have come up with, regarding the S2 - focussing, or rathe,, front or back-focussing. I think initially a number of photographers thought they had this problem with their S2, but once the article on sharpening was published they realised the problem was simply applying sharpening correctly. However, from images sent to me, several cameras did appear to have focussing problems, mainly focussing behind instead of on the subject. In all cases except one, the problem was random, not happening on every shot. The one instance where the camera was consistently focusing behind the main subject, even when using different lenses, proved to be a simple fault with the camera. I kept track of this particular camera which was returned to Fuji and spoke to their repair department. They have a test bench with a diagonal line of grids, the camera is aligned so the central focusing square in the viewfinder screen is on the centre grid. With the camera on autofocus and adjusted to shoot at maximum aperture, a picture is taken and then viewed on a monitor screen, Unsharp mask is applied and the sharpest point of focus then compared. In the case of this particular camera it was found to be consistently focusing on the grid behind the centre grid.

Now here is the interesting part; apparently the focusing (if misaligned) can be reset by the software in the camera. After some rocket-science calculations the focus software was altered and the camera was working perfectly. It appears this one had slipped through the final inspection in the factory in Japan! Apparently, all pro digital cameras have their Focusing

set by the software in the factory before they leave. Not a lot of people knew that!

This did not solve the problem of those who were experiencing occasional focusing problems. Several of these cameras had gone back to Fuji and found to be set correctly and focusing properly. However, I had seen the (random) results and they were definitely focussed behind the main subject!
I have taken hundreds of pictures with my S2, try​ing to replicate the problem, and finally managed to achieve some back-focussed images - how I did this is quite bizarre, but possible, not one way but two and possibly three!
The first one is quite simply done and is easy to overlook, IF the large 4-direction black button on the back of the camera is not in the locked’ position, it is possible to move the button setting, either with a thumb holding the back of the camera, or if the cam​era is held firmly against the face, the cheekbone can push’ the button up. If this occurs the focus point is moved from the centre position to the top, with the result the focusing point will be the sky (outside) or the background (studio). This proved to be the case with some of those having the focus problem. So, the moral of the story is . . . keep the 4-direction button locked! But this was not the solution for all.

Most photographers use zoom lenses with digital cameras and this reminded me of a similar problem which occurred randomly years ago with mainly C anon and Nikon pro cameras when using autofocus and zoom lenses. This problem is more likely to occur if you use a tripod; if you zoom in (tele) to take or check the picture, half-pressing the shutter to focus and then zoom back (wide) and take the picture, sometimes the resulting image will be misfocused. The reasons could be due to technical failure (usually with older (pre-1 998) zoom lenses) or more likely due to the fact that the central focus point (from tele to wide) has changed and therefore so has the point of focus. I have an older Nikon zoom lens which can be ‘sluggish’ using autofocus and not always accurate (on 3 5mm, S1 and 52). Providing the shooting f-stop is f5.6 or smaller the image appears sharp.

Using modern ‘digital’ zoom lenses cures these problems and I think any random focusing errors are down to the reasons mentioned above. If you don’t believe me, try this; go back to the place or situation and shoot off a series of pictures, using exactly the same settings etc., but shoot three shots each time and compare them. IF all three (identical) images are incorrectly Focussed then the problem is not random (usually operator error) and Further inves​tigation is required.

Random, back or Front-Focusing, is rarely equip​ment Failure if modern digital cameras and compatible lenses are used. Nevertheless, these Focusing prob​lems can occur and if they happen, due to none of the reasons given so Far, then there is one more expla​nation, which proved to be the cause in 1 out of 5 cases I have come across - the settings on the camera.
As camera technology has advanced, so has the complexity and number of settings options. Take the Fuji S2 Pro, Nikon 1 00 and other similar cameras1 Five (Or more) ways to set the Focusing of the camera! At this rate the Fuji S5, or Nikon 500 etc. will have 20 or 30 Focusing options!!! Talking to pho​tographers From many different Fields who use digital cameras, I am amazed at how many who say they take the camera out of the box, put the batteries in, switch of the sharpening, put the Focusing on manual, set the ISO and shoot. I tend to agree with this KISS prin​ciple (keep-it-simple-stupid) but, as I have never had a problem with autofocus I leave it on. However, I would not use any other setting on the S2 (or any other digital camera with multi settings) other than the Factory setting For Focus, that is, ‘Single-area AF, with the [ I on the top screen in the centre position, and the Focus mode selector on the Front of the cam​era in the S-position (Single AF).

To Focus, the shutter release is pressed halfway. When the camera has Focussed on the area in the

the Focus locks (as long as the button is held in the halfway position, it won’t change) and the • Focus indicator is shown in the viewfinder. I know this is pretty basic stuff, but it might help someone who is having problems. For example, I have been with a group of photographers and heard one telling the others, ‘if the camera is having difficulty Focusing on a monotone area, move the Focus area to an edge where there is a different tone. I then saw several of the photogra​phers posing models against trees, pillars etc. and then Focusing on the edge of the tree or pillar. Doing this gives you a 50-50 chance of the Focus being behind the pillar!

It is a Fact; the less variables you have the easier it is for the brain to remember and do things almost automatically. For example, with Single-area AF you know you have to place the centre [ I on the area you want to Focus on. IF that area is not in the centre, having Focussed by half pressing the shutter release, keep your Finger on the button, recompose the picture and press. Whatever method of Focusing you employ, stick with it if it works. Once repeated a Few dozen times, the brain will remember the ‘pattern and it will become ‘second nature’ - one less thing to worry about. The more you keep changing From one mode to another, the easier it is to Forget to return or change back to the ‘norm
And finally, one other possible cause of Focusing problems is using Custom settings (CSM on top camera dial), particularly For Focusing. Roughly half the digital cameras that go back to the manufacturers with ‘Faults’ turn out to be nothing more than incor​rect settings or wrong/Faulty batteries. As each new camera becomes more complex, the number of returns goes up, but the number of actual Faults remains about the same.

On several occasions last year, on checking cameras being used by photographers who attended our digital workshops, I noticed the settings were incorrect for ‘normal’ use. Some had changed the Custom setting on the camera. When I asked why they said another photographer had advised them to, or even changed it for them - some didn’t even know why or what had been changed! I have spent several hours studying all the (dozens of) custom settings possible on the S2 and have come to the conclusion . . . leave them all at the Factory (default) settings unless you are absolutely sure you know what you are doing, and whatever changes you make will apply au the time. Just because these cameras have lots of knobs, dials, buttons, menus etc. it does not mean you have to change them, unless you fully understand what the alteration does. Don’t make any changes on the advice of another photographer unless you are sure he/she is right, or before proving it to your complete satisfaction.

A properly Focussed image is, like exposure, para​mount. Keep the settings simple, stick to them and the results should always be what you expect.
