General and Quick Guidelines for Photography 
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These quick guidelines for obtaining best results in dahlia photography will apply no matter what type of camera you may have available to you.  Given the choices of today, we are assuming digital cameras rather than film, but ‘see the various observations also scattered throughout that are specific to film dahlia photography.

1. Lighting – In general, detail and colors surface best in non-harsh, even-lighting conditions that are devoid of high contrast.  Best shots occur under diffused overcast (light-grey) sky, else in the shade.  I prefer natural outdoor lighting to any indoor or studio lighting for my flower photography; light coming through a natural skylight or window can be effective as well. When shooting in the shade, bear in mind that shadows and shade are technically blue, and will gain a blue-channel boost from a digital camera sensor’s reading of the subject. 

Digital sensors are more sensitive than film (and than the human eye); I always under-expose a tiny bit my digital shots and bring them back “up” in post-processing / “Photoshop-ing”.  However, I try to be in the ballpark with film shots, and even more with slide film, as the colors will come out incorrectly with poor metering (assuming no color shift due to the dahlias’ inherent tendencies to do so when photographed anyway).
Be aware of where the highlights are the strongest in the framing, and always ensure that they do not “blow out” by being too white-bright.  (I find it always better to err on the dark side if you wish to preserve detail …manual spot metering helps a lot, if your camera lets you do that).
2. Flash – I avoid flash whenever I can, as it can alter the color of the flower or subject.  If used, reduce the amount of power on the flash, and try to either diffuse it or bounce it off a white area (some people even use a (clean) Styrofoam paper cup to do this, or index card).  Note: bouncing off a colored area will impart that hue to the final shot, typically.
3. Get ready for color-shifting in certain dahlias: magentas and certain dark red dahlias color-shift like crazy (even more so with film, which tends to over-saturate the reds and reduce clarity as well in those hues).  Some cameras do better than others; not all cameras have even channel distribution (my Canon favors the blue channel somewhat, but the Fuji camera of my friend does it even more so; Nikons sometimes favor the red channel instead).  If your yellow dahlias keep coming out pale yellow to the point of seeming white, it means that your blue channel is responding too strongly … but this can be rectified in post-processing by “killing” the blue channel considerably if your camera won’t let you do it onboard or on the fly.
If your camera has the luxury of having a 3-color histogram, bear in-mind that those really a re-interpretation of only the green channel, split 3 ways.  (Note: the human eye perceives brightness through the green channel, so it’s a good gauge of where the image will be the brightest).
You can always trick the human eye into believing that a color is different than it actually is, by putting a different background behind the subject.  I prefer dark cyan backgrounds, for example, to my dark red and dark magenta-fuchsia colored dahlias, rather than blue or black backgrounds.  Daffodil photographers on the other hand tend to use navy backgrounds to heighten the yellow and orange combinations of those flowers.
It’s tough to accept limits, but computer monitor displays are RGB, as are camera LCD’s; printers can be either RGB or CMYK (but commercial printing presses use the latter); the human eye sees more colors than either system can produce, and the gaps between RGB and CMYK alone lie in the areas of the purple-magenta-fuchsia colors that dahlias are so fond of displaying.  Notwithstanding all of that, printing paper is typically treated to boost the UV response, and not all papers print colors the same (I once had an Agfa paper that made red hues come out burnt orange). We do our best under these realities (meaning, don’t sweat it too much, but experiment).
4. Composition – Learn to see as the lens does, meaning, first get used to the camera that you have at-hand (and also to the film itself, if you’re using film).  
What distance from the subject works best for that particular camera??  Does it allow you to have a lot of depth of field, or does if allow you to (and do the shots look better if you) open up the lens to a lower f/stop ? (f/2.8 or f/4 is wider open than f/16 or f/22; wider open means less details behind the primary subject and isolating the subject more, whereas closing to a smaller aperture means increasing clarity in the details that are “further back” in the framing).  
Find a balance between what you wish to portray and enough of its detail(s) you’re avoiding or excluding “clutter” in the background.  There’s usually a solution between the two.
Figure out what you want the viewer to concentrate on – i.e., why you’re photographing what you’re photographing – and just as a good writer hones in on a detail and removes other unnecessary detail, try to isolate the raison d’être of the photograph in the shot’s composition.  Take a moment to re-check your chosen perspective for the shot and remember, good composition is always in the mind prior to the actual photographing.
Also, remember that most of us are seeing the world with 2 eyes, triangulating from their bifocal vision on the subject matter, when looking at “everyday life”.  A camera lens is but one eye, so learn to see the “shot” with one eye (sometimes I close my left eye briefly to make sure I’ve got the concept right in the framing I want).

The best tool for me to learn to compose photos well is to take any photo that I can get my hands on electronically, and practice cropping it at different dimensions: ‘try it, then add a border around the finished result and see it in slide-show or full-mode to check yourself.  It’s amazing how a tiny fraction of an adjustment will result in an imbalanced look to the final cropping; this will train your eye and sense of balance in the course of repeating the exercise (it’s similar to trying to figure out where exactly to hang a framed picture on a wall, without measuring distances). Learn to use well the mind’s eye.
5. Macros and Close-up’s – If a close-up shot is required, and you have a (fixed lens) non-SLR camera, note that macros work better when you zoom to the widest setting first than they do at the zoom-in non-wide setting.  
Don’t bother with digital zooming on the camera: stay within the parameters of the actual optical lens and optical zooming for best macros.  Computer softwares for photo editing, as well as traditional cropping, can zoom-in the final picture much better and more clearly than can the camera’s software. (For film, just scan the resulting print / slide, and then zoom in, unless you have the means to crop and enlarge traditionally).
I take as many photographs as possible with a tripod, or with something stable to anchor the camera and reduce camera shake.  Remember that light travels “in a straight line” for photography’s purposes, and if the plane of the camera is near-identical to the subject’s primary plane(s), the resultant photo will be sharper.  I use a tripod to ensure proper composition also, even though it slows me down.

I’ve used table-top tripods, large tripods, little beanbags under the lens, various clamps and wedges … anything to increase clarity in the final result.  
Whenever possible, get down to the subject’s level (height) – don’t make being comfortable the top priority, as tempting as that may be.  If you can’t get to its level, then opt for a longer zoom setting (or zoom lens) to minimize the feel of shooting “down” on top of a subject: the farther away you are, the more gradual the feel of the slope down (or up) to the subject.  (It’s why I prefer longer macro lenses to shorter ones).
A cable release is preferred to minimize motion when firing the shot, else you can consider using the self-timer shutter delay on the camera, assuming that the subject isn’t moving.

If depressing the shutter manually, hold your breath while focusing (it’s sometimes hard to tell if the subject’s moving or if one is just rocking slightly), and squeeze the shutter imperceptibly (to the point that you’re not sure when it will fire)…still holding your breath.
Macros require longer exposures, and require careful focus on the primary spot. (Whereas most of the depth of field / focal plane in typical shots is 1/3 in front of the focal point and 2/3 behind it, in macros, it moves forward to a more equal distribution of the focal point, closer towards 50-50 front-to-back ratios).

If your camera allows for it, meter in manual mode, and definitely focus manually for macros.  
It’s easier to move forward / backward slightly to adjust focus and then use the lens to fine-tune the focus.
6. Odds and Ends: I make sure that I take photos of any written text, names, etc as I go (it’s quicker than writing things down), if there is anything that is labeled.
Remember that the amount of resolution required for good printing through home printers is 300 dpi … don’t settle for less (and it’s a lot more resolution needed for commercial printing).

When storing your (digital) images once shot – and I have all my film shots scanned to electronic files these days, once developed – do two things.  First of all, give the file name something recognizable and critical in case you have to search for it later (not just “John’s shot nr. 2”); and secondly, back them up.  After all the work, it’s comforting to know that should something go wrong, you have a safety.
— FA
