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Do you really need... 
a digital SLR?
Can a photographer really be taken seriously without owning a digital SLR? 
Stewart Weir reckons you can with the Powershot G9 compact from Canon

Canon Powershot G9

COMPACT v DSLR 
A heavyweight DSLR would certainly win the 

war but a cutting-edge compact like the G9 

would without question win a few battles. 

For portraits, sports, news, wildlife, 

landscape, documentary and fi ne-art 

photography, the G9’s a top performer, 

although it does struggle when it comes to 

very low light or very fast moving subjects. 

However, there’s a very big but. Because of 

the small sensor, noise becomes a problem 

as soon as you pass ISO 400. Keep the ISO 

low though, and you’ll be impressed…

CANON G9: PROS & CONS

�
Small, solid and easy to pocket

– take it anywhere.

�
Not looking like a photographer helps. The 

paparazzi would love this camera!

�
RAW capture creates

great images. 

�
You can use Canon’s existing fl ashgun 

range.

�
Optional extras include wide-angle and 

telephoto adapter.

� 
Very high noise levels

above ISO 400.

� 
The optical viewfi nder 

is quite poor.

� 
A 35mm starting point

isn’t wide enough.

� 
An aperture of f/4.8 isn’t fast enough in 

Telephoto mode.

� 
Poor focusing in low light will cause you 

to miss the moment.

Not so long ago the 

idea of a 12MP compact 

camera with an image 

quality that could 

compete with a DSLR 

was a bit of a fantasy. 

Just imagine a high-quality camera that’s 

small enough to live in your pocket and 

portable enough to rely on when you don’t 

want to be lumbered with a large SLR, lens 

and fl ash. Of course, it would have to be 

able to create images that could make 

it on to the pages of a glossy magazine, 

otherwise what’s the point of a pro having 

the camera in the fi rst place? 

The Canon Powershot G9, one of the 

most powerful compacts you can buy, 

comes close to being the ideal SLR 

replacement. Once you get to know 

its limitations, it’s capable of creating 

images that any pro would be proud of. 

Certainly the images are high enough 

quality for newspaper reproduction and 

few magazines would question its image 

quality (although shooting at anything 

above ISO 400 may be a problem). Even 

many stock agencies wouldn’t hesitate to 

accept G9 images shot below ISO 200.

The G9 feels solid and even if you have 

big hands it still feels nicely balanced. 

The controls are quick and easy to 

adjust; however, some essentials have 

been buried deep in the sub-menus. 

Familiarisation is key to getting the best 

out of this camera. It’s quick to start up 

and the LCD display can show you every 

available setting. Alternatively, you can

turn off the LCD and use the optical 

viewfi nder instead.

Shooting with the G9 took me back to 

the days when I used to shoot with Leica-

M rangefi nder cameras. The Leica-M was 

favoured by documentary photographers 

because they were unobtrusive, small, 

quiet, easy to shoot at low shutter speeds 
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The G9’s built-in ND fi lter enables you to capture images in all light conditions, but a 

wider aperture range would have been a better solution.

and simple to focus when the light was 

low. The lenses were, without a doubt, the 

best (and most expensive) in the 35mm 

fi lm world. The G9 beats the Leica-M’s 

fi rst three virtues by a country mile but 

only by a whisker when it comes to hand 

holding at low shutter speeds. It was 

also great not to look like a photographer 

carrying a large black brick of an SLR and 

lens. People relax more when they think 

you’re just taking snapshots. Try putting a 

Nikon D3 in your coat pocket! Let’s face 

it, the shutter noise of a DSLR in sensitive 

situations is a bit like a mobile going off at 

a funeral. The G9 is easily quieter than a 

Leica-M and infi nitely quieter than the D3.

Focus point
The G9 will focus fast but only when the 

light is good. Dim the lights and it hunts 

for a focus point. It hunts and it hunts… 

and by the time the moment has passed 

it may have locked focus, but then again 

it may still be hunting. A photographer 

using a D3 would have got the shot and 

moved on by the time the G9 was ready. 

This sluggishness was one of the most 

frustrating aspects of my time with the G9. 

Shooting at a music gig was okay with the 

G9, but I missed so many great shots. If I’d 

had a Nikon D3 I would have bagged many 

more. You can manually focus the G9 but 

I never really got on with it so had to rely 

on the autofocus. The G9 has an aperture 

of f/4.8 at the long end of its zoom range 

and this does affect its low-light shooting 

capability. Also, the aperture goes no 

smaller than f/8 so if it’s too bright you’re 

seven clicks away from the built-in ND fi lter 

that will enable you to shoot. This isn’t a 

big problem, but it is a penalty you pay for 

not using an all-singing, all-dancing DSLR 

that has everything covered.

In my view, the optical viewfi nder isn’t 

particularly good and the lens doesn’t go 

wide enough. A 28mm lens should be 

the minimum starting point but for some 

reasons compact manufacturers (with 

the exception of Ricoh) mostly insist on 

35mm.
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The G9 suffers from noise problems in low-light conditions, losing important detail, but at lower ISO speeds the camera could 

easily compete with a mid-price DSLR – and is a far more inconspicuous piece of equipment too.

COMPACTS
The fi nal word
Once upon a time, photographers just 

chose an aperture and a shutter speed, 

focused and snapped. Modern digital 

cameras are much more complicated 

beasts though. As photographers, we 

have to understand much more about the 

DSLRs we use than we did only a decade 

ago. The same goes for a compact like 

the G9. It has many benefi ts but only if 

you appreciate what it can and can’t do. 

 A serious DSLR like the Nikon D3 will 

outperform the G9, but if you were to 

place a D3 image next to one from a G9, 

only the pixel peepers would be able to 

spot which pic came from which camera.

 I’d even go as far to say that in the 

right circumstances, I’m sure I could

get at least one FA Cup Final action

shot, a cover pic of David Beckham and

a top-selling wildlife image – all with the 

G9. It’s a very good camera and I’m not 

parting with mine.

Canon Powershot G9

including video capture, Panoramic mode 

and a voice recorder. Panoramic mode 

works a treat and the supplied stitching 

programme that comes with it is easy 

to use and gets great results. The video 

capture and voice recorder is great too 

and it’s an essential feature for any news-

hungry reporter. 

Once you start using the G9 it will rarely 

leave your side. Canon is very close to 

perfecting what’s fast-becoming an iconic 

compact digital camera. If it was given a 

larger sensor, a 25-150mm f/2 lens and a 

proper optical viewfi nder then it would be a 

bestseller. Let’s see if Canon takes notice 

when it rolls out the Powershot G10. 

Obviously a more expensive system-

based DSLR like the D3 can easily out-

perform the G9. For instance, the issue 

of noise is one of the bugbears of every 

compact camera owner. The increased 

noise levels are due to the much

 smaller sensor size from which all 

compacts suffer. The G9 really begins to 

suffer noise problems once you go over 

ISO 400. However, at ISO 80 or 100, the 

G9 really is capable of matching a mid-

price DSLR for quality. 

The G9 has packed in some very 

good features for its size, 
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