
Shooting Olympus Digital with No External Strobe 
One of my favorite features about this camera and housing system is that you can use it very effec-
tively without an external strobe. Beginning digital underwater photographers (particularly those who 
are not experienced topside photographers) need to minimize their task loading. If you’re diving in 
clear tropical water, I would suggest that you do at least a dozen or so dives to learn the camera and 
how to deal with it before you add the extra burden of strobes and arms. Here are the camera set-
tings I would suggest to get the most out of the camera using the internal strobe only. 

First, set the camera to “macro” function. This 
setting works best with subjects from 8 inches 
(minimum focus distance) to 32 inches. If you are 
going for more of a scenic, you’ll need to switch 
this off. But, of course, the internal strobe is going 
to have a hard time lighting anything beyond 32 
inches, anyway. You will get better results if you 
look for subjects in this range. 

Next set the camera to “forced flash” (also called 
“fill flash”). Water absorbs color from the spec-
trum starting with reds and oranges, so you will 
always bring back some of the brighter colors by 
adding more light. The strobe may be a little too 
strong for subjects within a foot, but you can go 
to the menu and reduce the strobe output by a 
couple of EV’s (“exposure value” similar to what a 
film photographer would call a “stop”). 

At least to start with, I would suggest that you shoot in “P” (full auto) mode. I have found that in “P”, 
the camera will choose an exposure that will yield a pleasing background, and the fill flash will pop 
some color into the subject and the foreground. 

Here’s some old advise that is just as relevant today with a digital camera as it ever was, “Get close, 
get low, and shoot up”. Pointing a camera down on the reef usually yields a very flat result. Get as 
close as your subject will allow, get below the subject, if possible and shoot with an upward angle. 
One feature of the Olympus digital that makes composition much easier than with a Nikonos or Sea & 
Sea camera is the zoom lens. The zoom lens gives you compositional freedom that a fixed focus lens 
just can’t match. You can fill the frame with smaller creatures from farther away by just zooming the 
lens closer. But this can turn into a bad habit if you let it. Remember that just a couple of paragraphs 
ago I said that water robs color. If you rely on the zoom to get you close, you’ll lose definition of bright 
colors. If the subject will tolerate you, get closer and zoom out to get the composition you want. 

Shoot, shoot again, and shoot again. Hey, it’s free! It’s not like shooting with a film camera. It doesn’t 
cost a penny more to shoot a dozen shots of a subject than it does to shoot one or two. Experiment 
with your exposure, framing, and composition. Use the LCD screen to check your shots, adjust, and 
reshoot. When you get back to your room, view the shots on a computer or hook your camera up to 
the television and critically review your work. This is perhaps the best feature of the digital camera as 
a learning tool. You can instantly evaluate what you did right and what you did wrong while the memo-
ry of the dive is still with you. 



Set Your Camera Defaults

While I don’t want to go into a step-by-step on this subject (since the camera menus are different on 
each iteration of the series, 20x0, 30x0, and 40X0), suffice it to say that you can set your camera 
up so that when you turn it on, the most important settings come on in the correct manner. You may 
want a different set of defaults for topside than you do for underwater (in fact, I can guarantee it), but 
unfortunately you cannot save two different profiles (are you listening, Olympus?) Still, it is easier to 
make the adjustments when shooting on land than to do it underwater, so given the choice, set your 
defaults for your underwater profile, but remember when you go to take a dry snapshot that you will 
need to make some adjustments. 

The place you want to get to is the panel that 
is called “All Reset”. You have two options. 
You can set this for “Off” so that the settings 
as they are when the camera is turned off will 
return when you turn it back on, or “Custom” 
which will take you to your pre-programmed 
defaults. Either will work better than the original 
setting of “On” which resets everything to what 
Olympus thinks you want every time you turn it 
off. In re-editing this article I found that I have 
changed my use of this function.  I used to set 
the camera to “Custom” and try and duplicate 
my most common settings.  Lately, I have been 
using “Off”, which brings the camera back to the 
settings the last time I used it, which most com-
monly for me, is the dive just before this one.

If you want to minimize what you have to think about on the camera, here are the changes that I 
would make to the “All Reset - Custom” options. I haven’t listed the options where the camera de-
fault doesn’t need to be changed. Aperture: The original default is for the aperture to be wide open. 
To maximize depth of field, change to almost fully closed (f8). Shutter Speed: Take the shutter 
speed down to the 1/120th or 1/250th. LCD: For underwater, this should be turned on. Zoom: You 
can choose where in the zoom range the camera will come on. I usually set this for somewhere in 
the middle. Flash Mode: For underwater, set this to fill flash (forced flash). Spot/Macro: The macro 
function optimizes focusing and aperture settings for subjects between 32 inches and 8 inches away. 
Since this is the range where you will take most of your underwater pictures, set it to come on. Just 
remember to take it off when you take a wider shot. A/S/M: When you set the camera switch to 
the A/S/M, the camera will function in either aperture priority (you set the aperture and the camera 
chooses the appropriate shutter speed), shutter priority (you set the shutter speed and the camera 
chooses the appropriate aperture), or full manual (you choose both). After you gain some confidence 
with your system, try using Aperture Priority. Flash Adjustment: Shooting with the internal strobe, I 
would suggest that you set this to default to “-.7EV”. If you need more light, you can adjust it up, but I 
have found that the forced flash is a bit too hot for most situations. Fulltime Auto Focus: This one is 
tricky. I like fulltime auto focus. It really cuts down on shutter lag, but it sucks a set of batteries dry just 
about every dive. Don’t use it unless you have access to a fresh set of batteries before your next dive 
(in other words, forget it on a 2-tank dayboat trip, but indulge yourself if you’re on a liveaboard with 
several sets of rechargeables). Record Mode: I prefer SHQ. If you don’t have a large card, you might 
want to go with HQ. 



Quite a list, I know. And, I left a lot of options off (since the camera default is my preferred choice). 
Any of those choices can be changed at any time - even on a dive, but setting the “All Reset - Cus-
tom” you can get most of the adjustments out of the way when you turn the camera on. There are 
lots of other nifty little tricks if you explore the menus. One of my favorites from the 3030 was left 
off the 4040. That is the “REC View - Check” Option. For you 3030 and 3040 owners, if you set this 
to “Check”, the LCD will display the shot just taken, giving you the option to save or dump before it 
writes it to the storage card. This is really handy when you are trying to adjust an exposure or playing 
with different framing ideas on the same subject. 

This is a nifty little camera system that doesn’t intrude on your dive if you don’t want it to. If you are 
going to get more serious about photography, you will more than likely want to add an external strobe 
to your system. Just don’t think that you have to have an external strobe to get anything worthwhile. 
Here are a couple more shots using the internal strobe only to give you an idea of what is possible.

More Articles and Other Sites:
Choosing and Using a Strobe for Digital

Housings for Olympus Compared

Jay Treatõs Photo Instruction site

http://home.swbell.net/stusa/olystrobearms/strobespg.htm
http://www.digitaldiver.net/photoinstfiles/housingpdf.pdf
http://www.jaytreat.com/Diving/Photography/index.htm

