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“I have seized the light—

I have arrested its flight!”

—Louis Daguerre


FOREWORD

By Jerry Ghionis

I’ve known Roberto for over 10 years and have witnessed an unassuming photography geek become a shining light in our industry. My wife, Melissa, and I consider Roberto and his wife, Kim, two of our best friends, and we live just a short walk away from their home in Beverly Hills, CA. As fellow photographers and teachers, it’s very easy to relate to each other’s life. We frequently have spontaneous visits to each other’s homes for a competitive ping-pong match and a barbecue on the balcony, followed by endless hours talking about life, love, and all things photography.

It’s in these countless conversations that I have learned how passionate and obsessed Roberto is about learning a new skill. I’m not just talking about photography; he’s passionate about learning anything! By nature, human beings are curious, but few of us ever become curious enough to learn more about something on a mere whim. Don’t even jokingly dare him to try a new skill or tell him he can’t do something because he will not only do it, he’ll master it long after you have forgotten your original challenge.

Roberto is a professional photographer and teacher, but I see him as so much more. He is a professional student: a student of life who is not only obsessed with and relentless about learning, he is just as passionate about the learning process itself. I will often visit his home and he will show me yet another skill he is learning to master. His fear of failure has driven him to earn marketing and economics degrees, meet the President of the United States, perform classical flamenco guitar in front of large audiences and, of course, become the respected photographer and teacher many know him to be. Without knowing the challenges he has faced in his life, his success is incredibly inspiring. Knowing what only few people on this earth will ever know about Roberto’s adversities, his success is truly extraordinary!

I am so proud and honored to write the foreword to this book. In this, Roberto’s third book, he tackles the extremely challenging subject of lighting. In the spirit of Picture Perfect Practice and Picture Perfect Posing, Roberto has reinvented the way a photographer breaks down the fundamentals of light behavior and execution as only he can. Over the last few years, I have witnessed Roberto’s evolution as a writer. During the course of writing a book in the Picture Perfect series, he would often visit and toil over the seemingly impossible challenge of how to simplify the communication and understanding of a photography topic through the words and images in his book. Frustration would turn into elation when yet another chapter was completed. Much like the end of a great movie trilogy, you seriously don’t want to be disappointed by the end of a book series, and you will certainly not be disappointed after reading this book.

The Picture Perfect series has created a new standard for the way photography authors teach a particular topic. Borrowing a phrase that Roberto will undoubtedly popularize with this book, he has created a “lighting benchmark” with his offering here. After reading this book, inexperienced photographers will have a formulaic foundation of lighting to build their careers on, and experienced photographers will further broaden their understanding of light after years of practicing the craft.

Whether it’s by nature or by nurture, Roberto is an anomaly. He can be both inappropriately hilarious and beautifully articulate in the same breath. He can be eccentric and relatable at the same time. Whatever hat he wears when he chooses to wear it, he wears it with pride and owns it, even if you think it’s weird. And that is what I love about Roberto. He is a loyal and generous friend whose contagious enthusiasm makes him a joy to be around. Most people measure wealth by the amount of money one has. A wise person measures it by the amount of unique experiences one has. By this definition, Roberto is rich beyond measure! And my wife, Melissa, and I are richer for having shared many of these experiences with him.


INTRODUCTION

As I write this, I am traveling on my favorite plane, the Airbus A380, on my way to Romania and Portugal to do what I love to do the most: teach. I decided to write the introduction to this book and take advantage of the unique peacefulness one feels while cruising at 40,000 feet on a 10-hour flight.

Picture Perfect Lighting will be the last book in the Picture Perfect series. I am so grateful to so many people around the globe who have made my two previous books, Picture Perfect Practice and Picture Perfect Posing, international successes. As of this writing, Picture Perfect Practice is ranked #1 in its category on Amazon. There is nothing more humbling and rewarding to an author/educator than knowing that my readers are finding value in my books and that their careers are benefiting from the information in those pages. The books have been translated into Chinese, Portuguese, German, Indonesian, and Spanish, among other languages, and they have been found on bookshelves around the world. For that, I thank you!

I believe this book will be a perfect complement to my first two books. Picture Perfect Practice focuses on composition and the intelligent use of locations. Picture Perfect Posing is rooted in a new method to learn posing not by having to memorize rules, but instead by understanding a 15-point system that makes you (the photographer) aware of what a pose and body language communicate to the viewer. Therefore, I feel it is necessary to complete the circle with a book on lighting.

Lighting is the essence from which all images are created. It is the DNA of photography. Lighting can turn an average scene or portrait into something special and inexplicably beautiful. It is also the most misunderstood and daunting subject for most photographers. I know, because I have been there myself, feeling just as confused as any other photographer. It is not unusual to feel a wave of frustration overwhelm you when you see photographs in which the lighting is so poetic and so beautiful that you feel inspired, but your mind is suddenly filled with questions. “Wow, how did the photographer do that?” “Does it require a large production to create lighting such as this?” “What kind of equipment was used, and can I even afford it?” “How did the photographer decide on that specific lighting concept?” And finally, my favorite question: “Is there ever any way I could be able to create lighting as beautiful as that?” The last question, the one about you being able to create world-class lighting yourself, is the reason I wrote this book. Because the answer to that question is a resounding “Yes!”

I believe that lighting is perceived as a monumental task to undertake for three major reasons. First, lighting is usually taught in intimidating ways, using a plethora of equipment and complex lighting setups that, to be honest, are quite unnecessary. It is difficult to understand the “why” behind all of those lights. Consequently, there is a misleading association between expensive lights and great photographs.

Second, lighting has the connotation of being highly technical, mathematical, and scientific. What is intriguing is the fact that the behavior of light is indeed ruled by science, and science is what makes lighting so easy to understand. Light is always predictable! Now, what you have to learn is how to place light and shadows where you want them, and that is the part of lighting that is creative and fun. Light may be ruled by science, but its strategic placement is a form of art and expression.

Third, we are used to creating photographs based on what we see, not on what we cannot see. Using natural light for our photographs can be a great solution, but there are many times when natural light needs help. This is where we enter the world of strobes and flashes, and we now must pre-visualize how these “man-made” lights are going to affect our photographs. We can’t see their contributions until we fire the shutter. For this reason, among others, some photographers simply prefer to call themselves “natural light photographers,” which is very unfortunate.

There is nothing more rewarding than not being limited by anything when creating art. Knowledge is power. When flashes or strobes are mastered, there is no one who can tell you that one type of light is better than another. Photographic lighting should not be a competition between natural light versus artificial light. Light is light! All kinds of lights are valid and have a place in creating beauty in the images you have imagined. There will be times when natural light alone is the perfect light to bring your vision to life. At other times, strobes are the solution. Finally, you may need both kinds of light to realize your artistic expression. Please do not limit yourself to using only natural light. I understand it is the easier course of action, but limiting yourself is not reasonable and it’s not fun. Limiting yourself to using only natural light is like trying to build a house equipped with just a hammer, or adding flavor to a dish with only one spice. Why not have all the tools you need to create what you desire?

My biggest motivation for writing this book is to overcome these three arguments and provide you with the information you need to move forward with your lighting skills. I want to simplify lighting so it becomes an indispensable tool that you are not afraid to use. More and more photographers these days consider Photoshop to be their tool of choice to bring the “wow factor” to their images, when in fact, that has always been the job of light. There is no software in existence that can replace or replicate the inexplicable magic that beautiful light brings to a photograph. Lighting should be a source of creativity and joy, not a source of fear. It is my hope that, when you are creating your photographs, this book inspires you to think first in terms of light, instead of Photoshop.

In order to help with the complexities of learning photographic lighting, I divided all light into three main groups: circumstantial light, helper light, and controlled light.

CIRCUMSTANTIAL LIGHT

This is the light you have to deal with based on your current circumstances. There is no way around it. Basically, it is ambient or natural light, but I draw a distinction and use the word “circumstantial” because not only do I want you to think of the ambient light as a single entity on its own, but more importantly, I want you to think about how the light is behaving, bouncing, and reflecting around the objects in the environment. Within a short period of time, natural light can stay pretty much the same, but your circumstances can change radically by simply moving locations. That’s the different between “ambient light” and “circumstantial light.”

If you are shooting in the middle of the day in a city, light will be coming down hard, bouncing and reflecting from every surface that surrounds you. All objects in any environment have a surface. It is the surface of each object that we are interested in. The five major surface elements to be aware of are texture, color, shape, material, and size. These surface descriptors will have a major effect on how the circumstantial light interacts with the environment. It is your job to be able to understand and recognize the interactions between light and the surfaces that the light is striking, paying particular attention to those five different surface descriptors.

Understanding light might sound complicated, but it really is much simpler than it seems. To use a metaphor, light behavior is like learning German grammar. Once you know the rules, they never break, and there are no exceptions. The rules of light will always be consistent. I also call circumstantial light “strategic light.”

HELPER LIGHT

Helper light is basically the light that is added or manipulated to help when the circumstantial/natural light is not adequate on its own. For example, let’s say you are shooting a portrait session outdoors but the sky is cloudy. The diffused light from the overcast sky will be even but flat and, therefore, boring and lacking vibrancy. You would then bring in helper light to give your subject directional light and to create shape and dimensionality to the portrait. Helper light is created and manipulated with reflectors, diffusers, flashes, strobes, constant light sources, light modifiers, and colored gels. With these seven tools, you can problem-solve and manipulate circumstantial light into doing exactly what you want it to do. I also call helper light “problem-solving light.”

CONTROLLED LIGHT

Controlled light is basically when 100% of the light illuminating your subject is completely controlled by the photographer using studio strobes, flashes, and modifiers. This is typically done in a studio environment. However, controlled light can also be achieved outdoors by choosing camera settings that do not allow any ambient light to influence the exposure. Controlled light can be increased and/or decreased as much as the photographer wishes. I also call controlled light “built light.”


In my photography business and in the images throughout this book, I use Capture One Pro as my primary RAW editing software because of its unique power and sophistication in handling all RAW files, and I use Chimera Lighting for my light modifiers. To receive a discount on Capture One Pro’s software, use the code “AMBVALENZUELA” when purchasing the software. Chimera is offering a 30% discount off the list price of items featured in my tutorials and all items in the Super Pro line; please go to chimeralighting.com and use the discount code “rvchimera” when checking out.
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PART ONE

THE BUILDING BLOCKS OF LIGHT
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CHAPTER 1

PRIORITIZE A LIGHTING VISION OVER A LIGHTING STYLE

In my opinion, every portrait photographer should give precedence to having a lighting vision rather than to anything else, before even thinking about pushing that shutter button. As photographers, we use light to communicate. Therefore, you must have something to say before attempting to deliver your message in the form of a photograph. Not thinking about lighting before taking a portrait is like jotting down a random array of words on paper that do not make sense or form a coherent sentence, then hoping it communicates something. Let’s not do that to ourselves. Part of the joy of photography is seeing how light affects our subjects. By using light in different ways, we can make the same person appear to be 10 different people. Something as ordinary as a leaf can look exciting! Light changes everything, so we must have a vision of what we want from that light before taking photographs. To begin, let’s first define what the differences are between a lighting vision and a lighting style.

LIGHTING VISION

A lighting vision demonstrates what you, the photographer, are trying to communicate and bring attention to via lighting. For example, if you are shooting a portrait of a young woman, you may decide to focus more attention on her lips rather than on any other feature of her face, including her eyes. You then make lighting decisions that illuminate your subject’s lips in a way that bring out their texture and fullness. For her eyes, you might decide to cast a shadow in her eye sockets in order to create a sense of mystery and ensure that the viewer’s attention stays on her lips and does not go to her eyes. A lighting vision requires adding light exactly where you want it and subtracting it where less light is needed. It requires having an idea of where shadows should be cast on your subject and how those shadows should appear. Will they be soft-edged or hard-edged shadows? What will the contrast between the light side and the shadow side look like? Remember that in a portrait, what you conceal says as much as what you reveal.

One of the great advantages of being a photographer today is that digital camera technology allows us to be able to shoot in any light, regardless of how poor the lighting conditions may be. Camera manufacturers pride themselves on their cameras’ ISO capabilities. For photojournalists, this is an essential tool when capturing a shot in a war zone or at a street demonstration, but for portrait and wedding photographers this feature has made us complacent. It allows us to not think about how to improve the quality of light when illuminating our subjects. The result is that many of us use the ambient light to illuminate our subjects and then adjust our camera’s ISO to compensate for the quality of light, or lack thereof. In contrast, having a lighting vision means using the ambient light simply as a starting point. A photographer with a lighting vision will then make decisions based on his or her vision, which result in adding, subtracting, diffusing, focusing, or manipulating the light in some way to bring that vision to life.

LIGHTING STYLE

A lighting style is basically a familiar look associated with a photographer’s work. For example, you might decide that your style is window or natural light portraits. Does this mean that you are stuck shooting next to a window for the rest of your career? Suppose one day, you decide you want to create Hollywood-style lighting with a single light source from above at the same axis as the camera? Or what if you wish to feature your subject’s eyes and keep the rest of the portrait in a mysterious but flattering shadow? Another possible scenario: you are asked to go to a client’s home to make portraits, and there is only a small window, shaded with trees so that very little natural light peeps into the room. There is absolutely nothing wrong with having a lighting style or preference. However, you should not limit yourself in such a way that you can never send a unique message. It’s like having a ball and chain around your ankle encumbering your progress.

It is very possible to have lighting vision within your lighting style. However, your vision should work independently of your style. If window light is not conducive to a particular vision you might have for a portrait, then you should be able to use whatever light sources you need to accomplish your goal. Free yourself from that ball and chain, and your creative vision begins to develop.

When I first began my pursuit of people photography, I used to schedule all of my portrait shoots one or two hours before sunset. This way, it would be easier to deal with the light. The harsh sunlight would be gone—everywhere I turned was open shade—and I could then concentrate and focus on photography. Furthermore, the sun was not strong enough to cast any shadows, so I had free rein, a photographer’s playground. No matter where I or my subjects turned, the light was soft and predictable. What a beautiful thing that was. If, for any reason, there was still enough sun to cast shadows, I would immediately direct my clients to the nearest open shade I could find. Tall buildings were my favorite objects because they would cast the largest open shade area I could wish for.

When the shoot was over, I would return to my computer, import the photos, and immediately launch Adobe Photoshop to make the magic happen with all of the shiny new Photoshop filters I had recently purchased. I was entirely satisfied.

During those first years, I had an unsophisticated taste for photography. I figured that if my chosen exposure was good enough to see my clients on the camera’s LCD screen, my job concerning light was done. I had no concept of the immense power of light in photography. Like most people, I found it easier to work with diffused natural light at the end of the day to avoid any complications. Flash, or any other form of artificial light, did not even enter my thoughts, nor did I know how to use it. I would tell my clients that we had to shoot an hour before sunset because that was my “style” when, in fact, it was the only type of light I knew how to use.

THE POTENTIAL THAT LIGHT HAS ON A PHOTOGRAPH

At one point during my first year or two as a “professional photographer,” I was in the middle of photographing a wedding. The bride was getting ready in a room that was rather small, with just one tiny window bringing any natural light into the room. I panicked! The soft, late-afternoon sunlight was not an option, and I was far out of my comfort zone. At that time, I had no idea that a photographer could read, control, manipulate, and create light, so I just did what most people would do in my situation: I fired the shutter from every possible angle, without any regard for light. My camera could fire three or five frames per second, and I took full advantage of that feature. I crazily shot around the bride as she got ready, shouting all kinds of posing directions that were no more than wild guesses. The bride’s head was spinning trying to keep up as she watched me dance circles around her.

I shot nearly 400 photos during that short period of time. The next day, I loaded up the photos from the wedding with excitement . . . and a bit of anxiety, as well. I scrolled through the photos to find the section of the bride getting ready. After going through hundreds of completely useless images, my panic level slowly increased with each stroke of my keyboard. Suddenly, one photo stood out to me like the guiding beam of a lighthouse at midnight. It was stunning! See Figure 1.1. One photo, only one, was beautiful out of 400 images. In the split second I took that lovely photo, many elements lined up for me by pure chance. The light coming from the window illuminated the bride’s face at the perfect angle because of how she was posed in relation to the light. Her expression was breathtakingly strong and glamorous at the same time.

I had this urge to pat myself on the back out of pure excitement, but then I realized that I had just gotten lucky. It wasn’t my skills as a photographer that directed such a beautiful permutation of elements but simply plain good luck. Could I recreate that photograph again? Never! Unless, of course, I kept shooting thousands of mindless photos at rapid fire, circling around my subject like a madman again and again, until I got another lucky shot. No thanks! I decided that I loved the results of beautiful light too much to leave it to chance. I made a conscious decision to study and understand light so that, in the future, I could rely on my skills and not on the frames-per-second (FPS) feature of the latest camera.
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FIGURE 1.1 Camera Settings: ISO 800, f/1.2, 1/250
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CHAPTER 2

HOW LIGHT WORKS

In order to develop a lighting vision, one must understand that all light behaves fundamentally in the same way. Sunlight is the same as the light emitted from a flash, which, in turn, is the same as video light. The way it works is that light is a form of energy called electromagnetic radiation. This energy travels in groups called photons. These photons carry an electromagnetic field around them that fluctuates with speed. The faster the electromagnetic field fluctuates, the more energy each photon has. Although we cannot see the actual electromagnetic field at work, we can see the effect of the speed of the wave fluctuation in the form of color. For example, red light has a much slower wave fluctuation than blue light, which means that red light carries less energy than blue light. Remember, the faster the electromagnetic field’s wave fluctuates around a photon, the more energy that photon will have.

HOW THE EYE SEES COLOR

The human eye interprets the different energies as different colors of light. So green, blue, red, yellow, white, etc. are basically nothing more than different frequencies of the electromagnetic field belonging to each photon. When a group of photons with varying frequencies strikes an object—say, for example, a strawberry—the strawberry’s surface will absorb all frequencies that are not red, and will reflect only the red frequency to your eye and brain. When your retina receives this specific frequency from the surface of the strawberry, your brain tells you that the surface is red. (Here is a fun fact for you: the human eye can perceive a wider variety of warmer color tones than it can cooler tones.)

The human brain perceives a surface to be white when that surface reflects all of the frequencies and absorbs none of them. In a similar way, the human brain perceives something to be black when that surface absorbs all of the frequencies from all the photons striking it and reflects none of them back to the eye. The reason why wearing black clothing makes you feel much warmer than wearing white clothing under similar conditions is because the color black absorbs all of the energy of every photon striking it, causing the clothing to heat up. Wearing a white shirt or driving a white car feels cooler, because the color white reflects all of the energy and absorbs none of it, keeping the surface cooler to the touch. Simply combining different amounts of the three primary colors of light—red, green, and blue—can create all the colors in the visible spectrum. This information about how we perceive colors will come in very handy when analyzing the different objects we deal with in any environment and when deciding on a place to photograph someone. Additionally, it doesn’t hurt to acquire a little scientific background about the invaluable radiant energy we need to take our photographs.

ALL LIGHT BEHAVES THE SAME WAY

It is fortunate that the laws of physics govern all light. That will never change. What does this mean for us? It means that the light emitted from our new flash units behaves in exactly the same way as the light coming from the sun or from a constant light source, such as a video light. And the light coming from a lamp in your bedroom behaves essentially the same way as the most expensive strobe on the planet. One of the greatest shifts in mentality a photographer can make is to learn not to treat various light sources differently, but to remember that light, regardless of the source, abides by the same laws of physics.

To illustrate this point, turn your attention to the following images. All of these images were illuminated differently and with different light sources, yet it is very hard to distinguish which photos were illuminated with what kind of light. What is easily noticed is how each photo is uniquely lit and contains a clear and distinctive message based on the lighting. It does not matter what kind of light source I used; what matters is that I manipulated the light to do what I envisioned and placed the light where I wanted it to be. Depending on the circumstances, the light at a photo shoot can be weak, strong, harsh, soft, directional, etc. Therefore, instead of conforming to the circumstances, think instead that the circumstances have to conform to you! You are the photographer, and you are in charge.

Figure 2.1 was illuminated with pure natural light. However, the circumstances in that room were favorable because there was a window directly in front of the subject, Dylan, and a white wall behind her. The window helped soften the light from the sun as the light passed through the window and spread its rays in more directions than if the sun had illuminated Dylan directly. But what really caught my attention were the circumstances in the room that led to a very dynamic lighting on Dylan’s face and floral headpiece. Her back also received beautiful illumination from the wall behind her, which reflected the window light back toward her. If the window had not been there, I could have used a strobe equipped with a softbox to create the same stunning light.
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FIGURE 2.1

In Figure 2.2, showing Laura and Kenzie, the circumstances were also favorable to produce a gorgeous portrait. However, this time the sunlight was not strong enough to give me the punch I envisioned. When I show this photo at my workshops, people have a hard time believing that 70% of the light illuminating these two women came from a flash. The ambient light illuminated only 30% of this portrait. Most people believe that bringing in a flash would have ruined the softness of the light, but it didn’t because the light that came from my flash behaved in exactly the same way as the light coming from the sun. I simply added light with my flash where the sun fell short so I could bring my vision to life. Notice how gorgeous their catchlights are. The light is soft, complementary, and brings life to their eyes. If I had considered myself a “natural light only” photographer, the beauty of this portrait would have been lost. There was just not enough ambient light to make it work . . . unless I increased my camera’s ISO to approximately 1600 to artificially make up for the low quality of light—and even then, the image would not have been as successful. You may love the look of natural light, but as a versatile and skilled photographer, you should not limit yourself to it. The more tools in your belt, the better.
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FIGURE 2.2

The fashion photograph of model Kiara, shown in Figure 2.3, was created using a powerful strobe. During the shoot, the sun was nearly directly above us and was casting a shadow on the wall with not much shape to it. This caused the shadow to fall very short, but it was enough to give me an idea. Instead of the shadow being a cause of distraction, it became the center point of my new vision. I wanted the shadow to say as much about the headpiece as it did about Kiara herself. To accomplish this, I had to place a 1200-watt strobe to the left of camera, pointing at her back and about seven feet above the ground. I completely removed the ambient light from my exposure by adjusting the ISO to the lowest possible setting and raising the shutter speed to the maximum sync speed of my Phase One camera: 1/1600 second. I turned the strobe’s power all the way up so that the only light captured by the camera’s sensor came from the strobe, not from the sun. My vision was to sculpt Kiara’s shadow and her headpiece so it would be as visually powerful as the model herself. In this case, a regular off-camera speedlight would not have been powerful enough to produce this kind of effect. What I find most interesting about this photo is that the earlier photo I had taken, using only the harsh sun, looked identical to this final image, except that the shadow was too short and in the wrong place. I used a 1200-watt strobe to do the sun’s job and to place the shadow precisely where I wanted it. The sun gave me the idea, but the strobe made it possible.
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FIGURE 2.3

Figure 2.4 was created during a wedding in Los Angeles, where I found myself drawn to the thousands of pink petals that framed both sides of the aisle. The problem was that the sun wasn’t illuminating them in a way that would do justice to their beauty and color, so I thought, why not backlight the petals? I asked my assistant to stand 10 feet in front of the couple and adjust the flash zoom to its widest possible setting. This would allow the light to illuminate the petals on both sides of the aisle. This time, the vision was to take advantage of the translucent characteristics of the flower petals and let the light shine through them. This would accentuate their color and shape, and make the photo much more alive! During the time of day this photo was taken, this effect would have been impossible if I were relying only on ambient light. I could have waited six hours for the sun to be perfectly positioned such that its light pierced through the petals, creating the same effect, but I preferred to use my lighting tools to take action right then and there.
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FIGURE 2.4

The engagement-style photograph shown in Figure 2.5 was taken at a dark hotel ballroom in Galveston, Texas. My vision was to create something that had an “old Hollywood” look, dramatic and very different from the norm. In this case, I had only a few minutes to create this image before people walked into the ballroom. Because the room was dark, I did not need the power of a flash to illuminate them and overpower the ambient light. Instead, two constant light sources (video lights or hot lights) were used. These kinds of lights allowed me to see exactly what I was going to get, and I was able to position the cast shadows perfectly. Had I used off-camera flashes, there would have been a greater chance that the stray light from the flash would have spilled into unintended places. Too many modifiers would have been needed to narrow the beam of light to control its spill. Therefore, constant light sources such as LED lights were definitely the right tools for the job.
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FIGURE 2.5

The vision for Figure 2.6 was relatively simple. I wanted to create a portrait that looked edgy and flattering, and would feature the subject’s lips. A simple beauty portrait in which the light is flat on either side of the face would not have given me the edgy look I desired. Therefore, I positioned a Profoto strobe to camera left with a medium size modifier to soften the light. To feature her lips, I had one of my students hold a very small reflector, pointed right at her lips, to bounce light back into the dark side of her face. For my vision to come to life, I needed a strobe and a reflector. Without the use of the reflector, one side of her lips would have been much darker than the other, which would not be a good idea as the goal was to feature the lips.

These photos demonstrate how different light sources and techniques were used to execute a vision. They are all beautifully lit and have a clear message. From fashion to weddings to portraits, the light was always under my control, not the other way around. Don’t let the ambient light control you and dictate your work. If you do, you will miss out on the most enjoyable aspect of photography: light. More detailed explanations of these photos will be given in later chapters of this book.
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FIGURE 2.6
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CHAPTER 3

THE FIVE KEY BEHAVIORS OF LIGHT

Though all of the chapters in Picture Perfect Lighting are important—and they connect solidly together—I believe this particular chapter is the most important. This book will frequently refer back to this chapter to help explain other lighting concepts. I realize many photographers are wary about anything science-related, but without a clear understanding of how light behaves, the rest of the book will not be very meaningful to you. When we acquire an understanding of the science behind light and what governs it, then we can predict its behavior and control the lighting in our photographs. Our creativity is limitless.

In my early years, I seriously attempted to study light, but instead I found myself more confused if the science became too heavy and not pertinent to my profession as a photographer. One of my major goals for this book is to explain the behavior of light in a way that I wish it had been explained to me years ago. I want to make lighting simple, thorough, and useful, with no need for a degree in physics or mathematics to understand it. All I wish is to give you a better experience with this subject matter than I had and for you to thoroughly understand this chapter. I want you to have a solid grasp of every concept explained here. If you would like to dig deeper into the mathematics or physics of light, there are other books that are better suited for that purpose.

To begin, we will discuss in the simplest way the five major behaviors that you must know in order to begin understanding and controlling light. I gave each of them a short name here. Please note that the behaviors are not listed in order of importance, but simply as a way to reference them throughout the book. Here are the five key behaviors:


	Angle Behavior: The angle of incidence = the angle of reflection

	Inverse Square Behavior: The inverse square law of light

	Size Behavior: Relative size of the light source

	Color Behavior: The color of light

	Scatter Behavior: How predictable the light reflecting from any surface will be



ANGLE BEHAVIOR

The angle of incidence is the same as the angle of reflection. Let me explain.

Light behaves in a very predictable manner, which I consider to be really good news! The angle behavior of light allows us to predict how light bounces off different surfaces. Regardless of whether the light is coming from the sun or from a flash, light will always travel from its origin in a perfectly straight path until it hits a surface. It will then bounce from that surface as another straight path. The smoother the surface that the light bounces from, the more predictable the reflection will be. As a photographer, this is very important to know when you are trying to bounce light from a flash off of a wall or roof to illuminate an individual. This behavior also becomes handy when using a reflector to bounce the light from the sun onto your subjects. Anytime you are trying to bounce light or predict how light will bounce from one surface to another in some way, you are dealing with angle behavior of light.

Theory: At the most basic level, the angle that the light strikes a smooth surface will be equal to the angle that it is reflected away from that surface. We call the angle of light striking the surface the “angle of incidence.” We call the angle of the reflected light leaving the surface the “angle of reflection.”

Example: In Figure 3.1, you can clearly see the light rays coming from the strobe hit a smooth wall and then reflect away from the wall, directly striking the subject. Notice the angle formed by the incident ray and the wall, labeled “i.” It is exactly the same as the angle formed by the reflected ray and the wall, labeled “r.” The equation would be “Angle i = Angle r.”
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FIGURE 3.1

Application: Now that you understand the principle of “the angle of incidence = the angle of reflection,” you may be asking yourself, “Why do I need to know this, and how does this apply to my photography?” Look back at Figure 3.1. By applying this principle, we were able to illuminate the subject with the most amount of reflected light that was bounced off the wall; the subject is standing directly in the path of the angle of reflection. Next, turn your attention to Figure 3.2. Let’s assume for a moment that a photographer does not know how this behavior affects his or her setup. This photographer positions the light toward the wall at such an angle that most of the reflected light completely misses the subject. The resulting photo could be frustrating, because the photographer assumed that since the light is hitting the wall in front of the subject that the subject would be better illuminated, but that is not the case. Although some light rays might strike the subject, most rays will go straight past him, illuminating nothing. The result is that the subject is darker than intended. Then, the photographer might try to compensate for the lack of light illuminating the subject by increasing the power of the strobe. The result is the same. Most light rays still miss the subject. The photographer can run around in circles scratching his or her head trying to figure out what the issue is, but unless the light is moved to correct for the angle of incidence, the photographer is going to have a bad day.
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FIGURE 3.2

By knowing angle behavior, we become much more efficient with the flashes and strobes we use by taking advantage of the optimal angle of incidence/reflection, which maximizes the amount of illumination our subjects receive.

Another valuable application of this behavior is revealed when we need to get rid of the distracting reflections in people’s glasses from a light source such as a strobe. What causes those annoying reflections is simply the angle at which the light strikes the surface of the subject’s glasses, as shown in Figure 3.3.
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FIGURE 3.3

In this example, the light source is positioned at an angle relative to the subject such that the light rays will first strike the subject’s glasses at the angle of incidence. The light rays will then reflect off the glasses on a path equal to the angle of incidence. If the camera’s lens happens to be directly in the path of the reflected light rays, the photograph will show a visible and undesirable reflection in the subject’s glasses from the strobe.

To solve this issue, all you need to do is change the angle of incidence from the light source to the subject’s glasses so that the resulting angle of reflection misses the camera’s lens completely. Take a look at Figure 3.4 to see a quick fix. By simply raising the light well above the subject’s head, the light strikes the glasses from above. This changes the angle of reflection and sends the reflected light rays toward the ground, therefore missing the camera’s lens completely. Notice how clean the photo of the man is when the reflection of the light on his glasses is not visible to the camera.
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FIGURE 3.4

Remember that when you fire a strobe or a flash toward a window, a mirror, someone’s glasses, or anything else that’s reflective, you must consider the angle at which the light is striking that reflective surface so that you can avoid having the camera in the path of the reflected light. You can always tell when the camera is in the reflected light path when you see the light source—whether that’s a strobe or flash or window light—reflected in the surface. See Figures 3.5 and 3.6. In Figure 3.5, you can see that the top of the table reflects the light from the window. By changing the camera’s position, that reflection is eliminated.
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FIGURE 3.5
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FIGURE 3.6

INVERSE SQUARE BEHAVIOR

The actual name for this is the “inverse square law of light.” If you are in any way like me, then you will agree that inverse square behavior is definitely one of the most misunderstood and intimidating behaviors. I just couldn’t bring myself to tackle the required math in the explanations that I read. Actually, I understood the math just fine, but applying it under the stress of a photo shoot proved to be quite impractical. I have seen videos, read articles, and dissected endless photography lighting resources to try to nail down why this behavior is so important and why it is always explained in such a complicated way. Although these resources are completely accurate in their explanations of the inverse square law of light, I am going to change direction in this book and take a more visual approach, instead of a mathematical one. That way, you can visualize the inverse square law in action. My goal is for you to understand the inverse square law in an intuitive way, instead of leaving you with the feeling that you need to carry around a calculator. Tackling the inverse square law from this perspective, we’ll see it is not really that complicated.

To make this intimidating-sounding behavior easy to understand, you basically need to know just two aspects of the inverse square law of light that impact you as a photographer. If you know these two things, you are golden. Here they are:


	The inverse square law of light describes the change in intensity of light falling on a subject from any light source. The light source can be a strobe, window, house lamp, or video light; it does not matter one bit. All light, regardless of where it comes from, behaves in exactly the same way.

	The inverse square law of light tells us how quickly light falls off from a subject, and it is directly related to the distance a subject is from a light source. From bright to dark, how fast that transition happens is all governed by the inverse square law of light.



Let’s discuss each of these in more detail: light intensity and light falloff.

Light Intensity

Light intensity can be explained in various ways: as a numerical explanation, shown as a chart, and demonstrated visually.

Numerical Explanation
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Chart Explanation
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Written Explanation of the Chart

At the starting point (distance 1), the subject receives 100% of the light from a light source. If you double that distance from distance 1 to distance 2, then the subject receives only 1/4 of the light, or 25%. If you double that distance yet again from distance 2 to distance 4, the subject receives only 1/16 of the original intensity, or 6%. If you double that distance again from distance 4 to distance 8, the subject only receives 1/64 of the original intensity, or 2%. And so on . . . .

It is crucial to understand from the chart that, at first, when the light source and the subject are close together, the light intensity changes drastically, from 100% down to only 25%. But as you move your subject further away from the light source, the intensity of light changes at a much slower rate. For example, at distance 6 the subject receives 3% of the original light, but if the subject is moved to distance 7, the subject receives 2%. So from distance 6 to distance 7, you only lose 1% of light, but from distance 1 to distance 2 you lose 75% of the light intensity. This will have great implications on your work and how you illuminate your subjects.

Visual Explanation

To begin our visual understanding of how the inverse square law of light affects the intensity of light on our subject, let’s look at a series of illustrations. Everything shown in the diagrams is held constant to avoid any confusion. The camera settings will also remain the same throughout the four diagrams. These diagrams were created using a flash as the light source, and it is at full power on manual mode. However, the light source could be a studio strobe, a video light, or a window in a room. It doesn’t matter. The only change we make will be to the distance between the light and the subject: the distance between the light and the subject will be twice as far as the previous illustration. Our first illustration places the light source only one foot away from our subject. This distance will be our baseline.

In Figure 3.7, the subject is receiving the full blast of the flash at full power on manual mode. Light is radiant, which means that as it travels, the light rays spread further apart. But in this example, the subject is so close to the light—just one foot away—that most of the light rays strike her face. The light rays don’t have much space to spread, so most of them make contact with our subject’s face. The result at our given settings is a completely blown-out portrait. The light doesn’t even have enough space to reach her red shirt, which is why most of the shirt is still dark. Clearly, you could adjust your camera and flash settings accordingly to get a proper exposure. But for these examples, we are only looking at how fast the light intensity drops when we double the distance between the subject and the light source.
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FIGURE 3.7

In Figure 3.8, we doubled our starting distance from one foot to two feet. Everything else remains exactly the same; we simply moved the light further away. You can see now that some detail on the camera-left side of her face is coming back. According to the chart above, the first time you double the distance from your starting point, the subject will go from receiving 100% of the light to receiving only 25% of the light. The computer program used to create these illustrations takes into account the inverse square law of light, and thus illuminates her with only 25% of the light.
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FIGURE 3.8

We move on to doubling the distance again in Figure 3.9. We started with one foot (100% of the light), then we doubled it for the first time to two feet (25% of the light), and now we are doubling it again for the second time—to four feet—which gives the subject only 6% of the original illumination. Remember that we are keeping everything else constant for all of these illustrations. The only change is the distance of the light source to our subject.

In Figure 3.10, we double the distance for the third time, from four feet all the way to eight feet. This distance gives the subject only 2% of the original light intensity, which explains why the subject is underexposed.
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FIGURE 3.9
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FIGURE 3.10

Light Falloff

In the previous section, we discussed how the inverse square law of light affects how the intensity of light changes depending on the distance between the light source and the subject. Now we will examine how the inverse square law of light affects how the light falls off from the brightest point to the darkest point. How quickly that transition occurs is at the core of this behavior.

Have you ever positioned someone next to a window to illuminate him or her with that flattering window light, and found that part of your subject’s face was well lit and the other was totally dark? If so, you were experiencing the light falloff properties of the inverse square law of light. Take a look at the following two photos of a male subject. These two photos are straight out of the camera. They were taken in the same room only seconds apart, yet they couldn’t be more different. In Figure 3.11, the light’s transition from the brightest point on the subject’s face to the darkest point in the photo is very gradual. The reason for this is he is further away from the window, which is the main light source. When a gradual transition happens, the background will be very visible because both the background and the brightest point on his face are within similar luminosity levels, which means both can be captured by the same exposure. The face is brighter of course, but not by much.
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FIGURE 3.11

Compare Figure 3.11 with Figure 3.12. I simply moved the man as close as possible to the window. Now the transition from the brightest point to the darkest point on his face happens nearly instantaneously. Here, you can’t even see his left eye. That’s how quickly the light falls off to complete darkness. As explained earlier, when the transition is quick the background will most likely not show up either. When one side of his face receives almost all of the light, either the shutter speed has to be very fast or the aperture needs to be very small in order to expose for the brightest point correctly, leaving all other areas in darkness.
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FIGURE 3.12

This is an ideal way to remove distracting objects from your photograph without having to move a thing. Why not let the inverse square law of light do all the heavy lifting? But joking aside, when there are distracting elements within my frame, and I can’t move them or don’t want to, I use this technique to make those distractions disappear. In the previous diagrams, I used a flash to illustrate the point; however, it is important to remember that light behavior works the same way, regardless of whether you’re using flashes, strobes, video lights, or window light.

As I said before, there are multiple mathematical and more complicated ways to research the formulas of the inverse square law of light. My approach is to only focus on what photographers need to know in order to take high-quality photos and understand how the law impacts their lighting decisions. I would also like to take a more visual approach to explaining this concept, since photographers tend to be more visual people. My desire is for this chapter to make complete sense to you. If you are looking for a heavy mathematical method to explain this behavior, there are countless resources online or previously published books to acquire a deeper, more technical understanding.
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FIGURE 3.13

To comprehend visually why the light falls off so rapidly when the subject is close to the light source, turn your attention to Figure 3.13. Again, it involves the intensity of light hitting the subject, as previously discussed when explaining the inverse square law chart. Remember that when the subject is almost right next to a light source, the subject will receive almost 100% of the light rays, given that there is only one light source, of course. Furthermore, at this close distance, the light rays are at their highest intensity illuminating the subject. When the flash fires, the light radiates out from the flash, as shown by the yellow arrows. Notice that the subject’s face is so close to the flash unit that the rays don’t have space to spread or scatter past his head. All the light rays hit his face. Therefore, if you were to set your camera settings to expose for the brightest point on his face, the settings in this example would be ISO 100, 1/250 second, f/18. That’s a lot of light! The camera’s aperture has to be closed down all the way to f/18 in order to control the tremendous amount of light trying to get in. The light is so intense that the aperture is basically a tiny little hole, and not much light can pass through that. Therefore, anything that is not lit by the same intensity of light as the subject’s face will just show up dark in the photograph. The aperture opening is just too small to record any weaker light.

The result is shown in Figure 3.14. Note that in this illustration, the subject’s face is turned at a slight angle toward the light, in the direct path of the light. This is the reason why some light reaches the darker side of his face. Light travels in straight lines only. It never curves or deviates from its path until it hits another surface. And the background? It really doesn’t matter what color the background is. It could be gray, red, or blue. If no light reaches the background, then it will simply be black in the photograph. The fact that you can turn the background black, regardless of its original color, will be very useful.
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FIGURE 3.14

Now we move the light further away from the subject. When the flash fires, the rays have more space to radiate outward. As you can see by the yellow arrows representing the light rays in Figure 3.15, as the light rays radiate out, some strike the subject’s face while others miss and begin to illuminate the background. If you look closely, the subject’s sweater is now more visible, and the background is slightly lighter. When less light hits the subject, the subject will naturally be darker than before. In order to compensate for this, we must adjust our exposure. To keep things consistent, we will only adjust our aperture. In this example, the settings are now ISO 100, 1/250 second, f/6.3. The aperture went from f/18 in our first example (Figure 3.14) all the way to f/6.3 to compensate for the significantly reduced intensity of light falling on the subject.
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FIGURE 3.15

In Figure 3.16, the flash unit was moved even further away. In fact, the flash unit is now more than 10 feet from the subject. This example clearly illustrates that the light rays are spread so far apart that they are almost evenly distributed across the scene. Some light rays hit the subject while many others go right past him and illuminate the room instead. As these light rays hit the walls of the room, they bounce around, illuminating the entire room almost evenly. The resulting photo would look like Figure 3.17.

As you can guess by now, due to the lack of light rays striking the subject directly, once again we need to compensate for this with our camera settings or the subject will be almost completely dark. Our settings for this situation are ISO 100, 1/250 second, f/2.2. The aperture had to be opened up from f/6.3 to f/2.2 to gather enough light to maintain a correct exposure on his face.
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FIGURE 3.16
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FIGURE 3.17

SIZE BEHAVIOR

As photographers, most of us enjoy going to the camera store and checking out the never-ending plethora of lighting equipment and modifiers. The modifiers come in all sorts of shapes, sizes, and price tags. The last time I walked into my local camera store, I found myself face to face with an enormous Para 330 from Broncolor with a nice price tag of around $12,000. Yikes! That parabolic reflector was much taller than I am, and I’m six feet tall. So, it begs the question, “Why do I need all of that?”

We tend to think that bigger is better. In photography, the size of your equipment should depend on what you are photographing. When buying lighting modifiers, your main concern should be who or what is receiving the light. What matters is the relative size of the light source compared to your subject. For example, we all love photographing headshots or portraits with window light, because the light is so soft and beautiful. The reason why this light is soft is because the window is much larger than your subject’s head. The average height of an adult human head is around 8–10 inches. So, to achieve soft light for a headshot, the window must be significantly larger than 8–10 inches. Here are the main concepts to understand.

Soft light: When the light source is much larger relative to the subject, the following occurs:


	Soft or gradual shadow edges

	Lower contrast

	More diffused highlights



Hard light: As you would expect, when the light source is smaller relative to the subject, the following occurs:


	Crisp shadow edges

	Higher contrast

	Increased brightness in the highlights



Therefore, it is relative size that matters, not the actual size of the light source. If you bought a huge five-foot softbox but your subject is a full-grown elephant, that five-foot softbox, which looked large to you when you purchased it, is actually very small from the elephant’s perspective. This means that you would have very hard light, because the light source is just too small in relation to the elephant.

The same premise applies to a small subject, such as a ladybug. Most of us see an unmodified flash unit as being a very small light source. And it is . . . if your subject is a human being. But if your subject is a tiny ladybug, that flash unit will look like an enormous monster compared to it—at least thirty times its size. If you were to photograph that ladybug with such a flash unit, you would receive the softest light. The edges of the shadows would be so soft that it would be difficult for you to see the transition between highlight and shadow. If the edges of the shadows are very gradual, the light is said to be soft, but if they are clearly defined, then the light is said to be hard. Note that it is the edges of the shadows, not the shadows themselves, that determine whether the light is soft or hard.

Visual Explanation

I chose to use a sphere to demonstrate how shadows and highlights behave based on the size of the light relative to the subject. With a sphere, as opposed to demonstrating this with someone’s face, there are no noses, eyebrows, foreheads, or any other part of the face that could interrupt the light behavior and possibly cause confusion. We will discuss actual human faces after this concept is very clear using the sphere. In our first example, a bare bulb flash unit is placed very close to the sphere. Notice how much bigger the sphere is relative to the flash unit (Figure 3.18). This results in:


	Crisp shadow edges

	High contrast

	Very bright highlight
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FIGURE 3.18

Why does this happen? It is all connected with the inverse square law of light. If you recall, the inverse square law states that the closer the light source, the faster the light falloff will occur. In this case, the flash unit is very close to the sphere. This tells us that the part of the sphere that is illuminated by the flash will quickly fall into darkness. If you don’t understand why, review the inverse square law chart earlier in this chapter. In Figure 3.19, the bare flash unit is so small in relation to the large sphere that it creates a very bright highlight where the flash rays first strike the sphere. Then, because the flash unit is so close to the sphere, the light falls off immediately, and the sphere goes into deep shadow. The rays of light can only travel in a straight line, so they are not able to illuminate areas around the sphere. This is what causes it to go into darkness so quickly.
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FIGURE 3.19

In Figure 3.20, we fitted a 25x60 cm striplight modifier to the flash head. With this striplight on the flash, the light source becomes just slightly larger than the sphere. This results in:


	More gradual shadow edges than Figure 3.19

	Less contrast than Figure 3.19

	More diffused highlight than Figure 3.19
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FIGURE 3.20

The light source did not change position. The only difference is that the 25x60 striplight modifier makes the light source larger than the sphere. As you can see by the arrows in Figure 3.21, the light rays from the center of the striplight illuminate the left side of the sphere, just as before. Also note that the light source did not change distance from the earlier example (Figure 3.19), so the inverse square law of light behavior still applies the same way. The close distance between the light source and the sphere causes the light to fall off into shadow, just as it did earlier. However, this time, the light source is tall enough such that the light rays coming out of the corner of the striplight partially illuminate the shadows’ edges at the top and bottom of the sphere. This is precisely why the shadows’ edges take on a more gradual transition from the highlight to the shadow side.

[image: ]

FIGURE 3.21

In Figure 3.22, we kept everything the same as before, except we moved the flash unit with the same striplight light modifier used in Figure 3.20 three yards away from the sphere. Please note that the light source did not change in physical size. We are using the exact same striplight. However, the relative size of the light to the sphere did change, because now the light is much further away. From the sphere’s perspective, the light source became relatively smaller due to the increased distance. Just imagine if we had moved the light 100 yards away from the sphere; from the sphere’s perspective, it would be almost impossible to see the light, because it would appear to be a tiny dot.
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FIGURE 3.22

So just remember that distance affects the relative size of the light or any other object. The result of this increased distance is similar to illuminating the sphere with a small light source such as in Figure 3.18. Notice the clear division between the light side and the shadow side of the sphere. The transition is not gradual; the light falls off very quickly. This occurs because the light source is so small relative to the sphere that the light rays coming from the striplight illuminate the left side of the sphere very well, but they cannot reach the edges of the shadow, as explained in Figure 3.19.

In order to obtain that gorgeous soft light in our portraits that most of us love, we simply have to have a light source large enough and close enough to our subjects such that the size of the light source will illuminate the very shadows it creates. In Figure 3.23, we replaced the 25x60cm striplight with a huge softbox measuring 100x100 cm. Furthermore, we placed this large softbox very close to the sphere—less than one yard away.
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FIGURE 3.23

By now, you should be able to predict the characteristics of the shadows this setup produces. Relative to the sphere, the softbox is so large that the top, bottom, and sides of the softbox easily reach the edges of the shadow side of the sphere. Notice how soft and gradual the transition is between the lit side and the shadow side of the sphere.

Also notice how diffused the light is on the brightest part of the sphere (the left side). What you are actually seeing is the highlight supersized. This helps reduce hotspots on any surface you are photographing. For example, if your subject is a silver spoon, taking a photo of it with relatively small lights will result in hotspots on the spoon’s glossy surface. If you don’t want these distracting hotspots, all you have to do is make the light source much larger relative to the spoon. This will make the highlight so large that no hotspots will be visible. Of course, one must also take into account the angles at which the camera and the light are positioned relative to the spoon. This knowledge is very important because it will become a lifesaver when shooting portraits.

COLOR BEHAVIOR

The way objects get their color—as perceived by the human eye—is actually quite fascinating. It’s not the objects themselves that contain color; rather, it is through their anatomical or physical makeup that they selectively absorb, reflect, or transmit different frequencies of light back to our eyes. Whatever those frequencies are determines how we perceive the color of those objects. Even though the science of how we perceive color is very interesting, it is beyond the scope of this book. We are more interested in practical applications that determine the decisions we make during a photo shoot. To do this, we need to simplify the concept so it is easy to understand and does not interfere with our creativity.

Here is my overly simplified version of how the color of objects and light works. As an example, if you place a subject next to a bright yellow wall in midday light, your subject will appear to have a yellow cast. The more intense the light is that’s illuminating the yellow wall, and the closer your subject is to that wall, the yellower your subject will appear. Therefore, you should always consider the color of any objects near your subject, because the subject will undoubtedly inherit the color of those objects in the form of reflected light. Let’s take a look at some examples and discuss some practical applications for this behavior.

In Figure 3.24, we have an example of reflected light, where we positioned our subject less than one yard from a blue wall. A bright light was placed to face directly toward the blue wall. Even though the original color of the light is daylight balanced, when the light strikes the blue wall, it reflects the blue color onto our subject. Notice how blue our subject appears. This demonstrates the effect object colors have on our subjects. Whether we see it or not, the colorcast is there, and it affects your photograph.
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FIGURE 3.24

Figure 3.25 shows another example of light color transmission. A red-colored gel was placed in front of the light source, and the color of the paper behind our subject was a neutral gray. Notice how the light picks up the intense red color of the gel as the light rays travel through the gel material and cast the resulting red light on our subject. Not only do the light rays make our subject’s skin and clothes appear completely red, but the background also changes color from a neutral gray to a deep red, as well. Because the colored gels don’t have much texture to them, the light colorcast is amplified on our subject. In our previous example of reflected light (Figure 3.24), the blue wall has enough texture to scatter or absorb more of the light. The result is still a blue colorcast, but the blue is not as intense as it would have been if the light had transmitted directly through a blue gel.
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FIGURE 3.25

Figure 3.26 demonstrates an example of light absorption. We have discussed how light can reflect off of or pass through something, so now we will discuss how light can be absorbed. The color of nearby objects has a direct correlation to how much light is either reflected off that object or how much light is absorbed by it. The color white reflects most light, and in contrast, black absorbs most light. When light is absorbed it takes on a new form of energy called thermal energy. If a material feels hot to you, it’s because it is holding a lot of thermal energy, which is why you shouldn’t buy a black car with black leather seats if you live in the desert. A black car will feel like an oven, because thermal energy from the light it constantly absorbs is trapped, making the car and the seats extremely hot to the touch, whereas a white car will reflect the light and store very little thermal energy.
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FIGURE 3.26

Let’s observe this rule in action. Turn your attention to the diagram. Notice how the room has a white or grayish wall, but a black flag is positioned just to the subject’s left side. Although a powerful light is used to illuminate the subject and the wall, the absorption properties of light are so strong that the black flag devours most of the light rays. The result is a heavy shadow on the subject’s left side. Even the left side of her white dress becomes almost black.

In Figure 3.27, we kept everything constant, with one exception: we replaced the black flag with a white flag. Now, you can easily compare the effect color has on light regarding its reflective and absorptive properties. The white flag absorbs very few rays and thus reflects most of them back onto the left side of the subject’s face and dress, filling in the shadows. Pretty incredible, isn’t it? It almost seems as if there was another light source illuminating her left side. To think that the color of the flag has this much control over the appearance of our photo is mind-boggling to me. In the field, that white flag could be a FedEx truck or a white stucco home. Don’t worry about what the object is; just pay attention to its light properties. Achieve this understanding, and your skill level will be years ahead of most photographers.
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FIGURE 3.27

I feel compelled to include Figure 3.28 because I always see photographers resorting to shooting portraits in a park. There is nothing wrong with that, but my goal here is for you to at least be aware of what happens when you pose people over green grass. Parks are a go-to place when looking for an escape from the city’s concrete jungle. However, the properties and behaviors of light don’t change. If you choose to position a subject over green grass, guess what? They will inherit the green colorcast of the light that reflects off the grass. To the naked eye, you might not see it on the screen, but take a look at the color histogram on your camera. You will see that the histogram for the green channel has moved quite a bit.
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FIGURE 3.28

In the example shown here, I created a similar environment to a park. I made the floor green to simulate the color of grass. I also positioned a light directly at the floor to illuminate it. The results are, as you guessed, a green colorcast on our subject. Naturally, the texture of the grass and dark color of the soil it grows on will absorb much of the light rays. Nevertheless, enough light rays will still be reflected onto your subject causing the green cast. If your subjects were sitting down on the grass, they would be even closer to it, making their faces even greener than when they were standing. The next time you have a photo shoot over green grass, place a white or silver reflector on the ground beneath your subjects to prevent the green color from bouncing up toward them.

Remember that the only way you can see an object and its color is by the light that reflects from that object to your eye. If practically no lights rays reflect back to your eye from an object, then that object is black.

SCATTER BEHAVIOR

Photographers often overlook the way light scatters when it strikes a surface, yet scatter behavior is one of the main behaviors that give us either an amazing quality of light or very poor light. To gain a clear understanding of how light scatter works, it helps to think of light as tiny subatomic marbles. These tiny marbles are actually called photons, and they travel in clusters. When these photons (light rays) hit a smooth surface, they will reflect off that surface at the same angle as they struck it, scattering in a very predictable pattern and intensity. Remember, the angle of incidence equals the angle of reflection. But, if the photons (light rays) strike a heavily textured surface, the photons will scatter all over the place, making the reflection intensity less predictable.

Figure 3.29 shows an example of when the light strikes a smooth surface. The light rays behave in a predictable manner, which allows you to expect that more photons will bounce off the wall and illuminate the subject with a higher intensity of light.
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FIGURE 3.29

In Figure 3.30, we have the light on the right side of this diagram pointed toward our subject seated on a couch. The couch itself is obviously not smooth. Light rays strike the cushions, the fabric, the armrests, etc., and scatter in all directions. Their behavior is not predictable, because texture really matters. If you are bouncing your light toward a heavily textured wall, the bounce-back or reflection will be hard to predict. Some photons (light rays) will strike your subject and some will not. It all depends on the angles of the object and the texture you are bouncing light from.

This rule holds for any light source, including the sun. If you want to have a beautiful, strong indirect quality of light illuminating your subject, your best choice is to find a smooth wall, so that the sun’s rays strike the smooth surface and bounce more photons in the direction of your subject.

Knowledge is power. Using your understanding of these five behaviors of light enables you to predict where the photons (light rays) are going and how they are behaving in your environment. If you can predict that, you will be able to pinpoint where the highest quality of light is in any situation. That is what being a perceptive photographer is about!

The rest of the chapters in this book will always refer back to these five behaviors. Understand these behaviors well, and your photography will soar. I recommend rereading this chapter just to make sure there are no gaps in your knowledge and you feel confident that you understand each of the five behaviors of light.
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FIGURE 3.30


PART TWO

CIRCUMSTANTIAL LIGHT
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CHAPTER 4

INTRODUCTION TO THE CIRCUMSTANTIAL LIGHT ELEMENTS

Having a clear understanding of how sunlight or natural light behaves during the daytime allows you to have better control over light rather than being a slave to it. At night, the main light source could come from a variety of manmade light sources, such as fluorescent lights, streetlights, tungsten lights, etc. Regardless of where the main source of light comes from, light will always interact with surrounding objects. As we discussed in the previous chapter, light can reflect off an object, be absorbed by an object, or pass through an object. In order to manage all of these interactions and to quickly assess where to position my subject for optimum light coverage, I thought up the term “circumstantial light.” The term “natural light” focuses attention only on the properties of light itself, such as its color, intensity, and contrast. However, circumstantial light considers not only all the properties and behaviors of natural light, but also how that light interacts with the objects around us, so that we can transform those objects into light-shaping tools.

Circumstantial light is a way of thinking. Depending on the circumstances, how we locate and shape light will always change from one place to another. How the light interacts with the objects near your subject and how it affects your photograph are the core concerns of circumstantial light. In this chapter, we will begin a long but fascinating journey toward quickly reading how light behaves in the environment. I say “long” because I believe that, as a photographer, you should never stop reading light the way you would read a book. Think of light as a book that never ends. The story is ongoing, and you love every page.

Most people take light for granted. It’s just there, until it’s gone. I have actually watched unobservant people walk right by a place with light so beautiful that I couldn’t contain my excitement. These folks just walked right by it, talking on their cell phones, not noticing the amazing beauty around them.

Light cannot be seen until its radiant energy illuminates or alters an object. When it does, you can see everything about that object—its color, its shape, its texture, etc. But photographers must be trained to observe the light traveling from one place to another even before it exerts its force on an object. You may not be able to see light during its journey, but you can predict its effects, direction, and intensity based upon the circumstances and the behavior of light.

There are two types of light you must know:


	Incident light: Incident light is the light that directly strikes an object. For example, if you were to stand outside in front of a wall and measure the sunlight that strikes the wall with a light meter, you would be measuring the intensity of the incident light: the sunlight that is illuminating the wall from where you are standing. It’s as if you are intercepting and measuring the light before it strikes the subject.

	Reflected light: Reflected light is the light that reflects from an object back to you or to the camera. For example, if the sun strikes a wall directly, that’s incident light. Then, if the wall itself reflects some of that incident light back to either you or to the camera, that light is now reflected light.



It is very important that you understand the difference between incident and reflective light because it affects everything that follows. Suppose you are standing right in front of a black, textured wall, and you are holding a light meter. You could point the meter toward the sun and measure the intensity of the incoming sunlight that will strike the wall behind you—that’s the incident light. But, once that light actually makes contact with that wall, the black color and the texture will absorb large quantities of that light and will reflect very little back out—that’s the reflected light. This means that the incident light could have been strong direct sunlight, but the reflected light is actually quite weak because most of the photons were absorbed and scattered by the wall, not leaving much to reflect back out to the surroundings, or on your subject, or to the camera.

Please realize that in order to achieve the most from circumstantial light, you must pair it with your knowledge of the behavior of light (described in Chapter 3). The two go together, always!

THE TOP 10 CIRCUMSTANTIAL LIGHT ELEMENTS (CLE)

Because light is constantly being emitted and absorbed, and locations are continuously changing, I needed to devise a process to simplify matters. Light is constant. It will behave in the same way whether you are photographing at Buckingham Palace or in a back alley in west Los Angeles. As light travels, bounces off surfaces, and interacts with close objects, there will be areas that have truly magical light—the kind of light that makes people glow! On location, I pay particularly close attention to these top 10 elements of circumstantial light, and ask myself the following questions about them. (Please note that for future reference, I will refer to these elements as CLE-1, CLE-2, CLE- 3, etc. “CLE” stands for Circumstantial Light Element. The number following the abbreviation simply corresponds to the order number of the element.)

CLE-1: SOURCE AND DIRECTION OF LIGHT

What is the source and direction of the main light? During the day, it will most likely be the sun, and at night it could be any form of artificial light. Although the source may be obvious, knowing the direction of the main light is not. On a cloudy day, the direction of light could be hard to determine, but even on cloudy days the sun is somewhere and you must take note of its position. Inside a room, the main light could come from one of the windows, which could be lit by direct sunlight or only fill light. It depends on the position of the sun relative to the window. Knowing the source of the main light and the direction it comes from will help you determine various characteristics of the fill light in the area. It will also help you determine the root of the light source (for example, the sun) versus the actual main light source you’ll use (for example, a large white wall).

CLE-2: FLAT SURFACES

Is there a relatively flat object being illuminated directly by the main light source, as determined by CLE-1, in close proximity to the subject? It could be building walls, a delivery truck, a row of bushes, or any other flat surface. This is important because large, flat, light-colored objects make fantastic reflectors that produce flattering light. These “wall”-type objects also change the direction of the sunlight from vertical to horizontal. Depending on the surface properties of the flat object, you could determine the quality, quantity, and color of the reflected light.

CLE-3: BACKGROUNDS

Do you see backgrounds that are clean and free of distracting objects, have similar color elements (such as browns or greens), or that contain a pattern? Note that it’s a bonus if the background contains even luminosity levels within the photographic frame, since it will keep most of the attention on your subject. This helps, but it is not necessary.

CLE-4: CIRCUMSTANTIAL LIGHT MODIFIERS

What are the texture, color, shape, material, and size properties of the objects that are in close proximity to your subject? These are objects such as walls, curtains, sheers, bed sheets, doors, plants, trees, paintings, automobiles, etc.

CLE-5: GROUND CHARACTERISTICS

What is the color, material, and texture of the ground your subject is standing on?

CLE-6: SHADOWS ON THE GROUND AND WALLS

Describe the shadows on the ground and on the walls. Can you find the shadow line on the ground? The shadow line is where a piece of open shade meets the ground lit by direct sunlight. What is the direction of the shadows? How dark are the shadows, and are the shadow edges hard or soft? If shadows are soft with a soft edge, can you figure out where the fill light is coming from?

CLE-7: POCKETS OF CLEAN LIGHT AMONG SHADOWS

If there were scattered shadows or a clear pattern of shadows on the wall or floor, can you find any pockets of clean light? These pockets of clean light among scattered shadows, shadow patterns, or shadow shapes can be used as a graphic or framing element to increase visual interest.

CLE-8: OPEN STRUCTURES OUTDOORS

Are there areas where there is any type of ceiling that casts open shade, or a ceiling with three walls leaving one side open to the outside, such as an outdoor garage? Knowing this will help you see opportunities when the light changes direction from a vertical path (up and down) to a horizontal path (side to side).

CLE-9: INTENSITY OF LIGHT DIFFERENCES

Are there areas where the intensity of light could create a separation between the background and the subject? Does this separation complement the subject or does it distract the viewer from the subject?

CLE-10: LIGHTING REFERENCE POINT

Where or what is the lighting reference point from which you are basing your subject’s lighting? Does the lighting on your subject complement the reference point light or contradict it?

What is the reason for creating this list? For starters, the point of doing these visual and mental exercises in your surroundings is to increase your sensitivity to what the light is telling you in any environment and under any circumstances you may find yourself in. After all, photography is an art form, and light is its core. If you want to be a better photographer, then you have to be much more proficient at reading light than the average person.

Don’t try to tackle everything at once. Go for a walk and try to notice one or two of these elements. Look at the shadows on the ground or on the wall and ask yourself, “What kind of shadows are these, and are they completely dark with crisp edges, or are the shadows soft with soft edges?” If the shadows are not completely black, then there must be some object casting fill light on the shadow. Find that object. As you walk along, see if you can find different intensities of indirect light bouncing from one wall to another. With time and practice, you will subconsciously notice more and more each day. It’s actually a lot of fun!

This state of mind regarding pushing oneself to become an expert at recognizing light behaviors in the environment has completely transformed me from being a photographer who just guesses to one who controls and reaps the most out of every situation. The following two images should put my rationale in perspective. Please note that these two photos were taken at similar locations, where I was equipped with only my SLR camera and my knowledge of circumstantial light at that time. I did not use a reflector or a diffuser in either photo. Both are examples of circumstantial light in its most basic form. This means that you rely only on the objects around you to do all the light shaping for you.

Figure 4.1 shows one of the first portrait sessions I shot during my first year as a photographer. Like most photographers in the early stages of their career, I did not give circumstantial light a second thought. I posed my subjects based on what I thought was visually attractive instead of positioning them where I could find the best light. I don’t think I even knew how to find the “best light.” So this is what happened. I placed a beautiful young woman next to a dark textured brick that absorbed a good percentage of the light illuminating it The photograph shows that the right side of her face is quite dark and unflattering, and there is little to no light illuminating her eyes. In the background, the white gazebo stairs are much brighter than my subject, creating a strong visual distraction. The bushes and the bench also distract from the subject. To be honest, I don’t know what I was thinking. That photographic “style” was the raw reality of my early years and was what fueled my determination to master lighting.
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FIGURE 4.1
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FIGURE 4.2

Figure 4.2 was taken yesterday—the day before writing this chapter. As I mentioned earlier, this photo was taken with just my camera . . . and with a much better knowledge of circumstantial light. What you see in this photograph is what came out of the camera. The only edits that were made to this photo involved removing some skin blemishes and a very subtle skin edit; the total editing time was approximately one minute. I say this to let you know that photos that look like this are very possible straight from the camera. You just have to become knowledgeable about light.

Look at Figure 4.3 for a behind-the-scenes photo and explanation of basic circumstantial light in action. When I showed viewers this photo for the first time, their reaction was, “Wow! How did you light that? What equipment did you use?” When I told them that it was taken in an alley in west Los Angeles and I used nothing but my camera, they all seemed to be in disbelief.
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FIGURE 4.3

Too many photographers associate amazing results with expensive equipment. But in reality, equipment or no equipment, if the light is there and you know how to read it, you can create beautiful images that are certain to impress. Using Figure 4.3, we will begin a question-and-answer dialogue using the 10 circumstantial light elements to understand the breakdown of this beautiful photo of model Sydney Bakich.

1. Source and Direction of Light

What are the source and direction of both the direct light and the brightest indirect light? This will help you determine where your main light and your fill light are coming from.

The source of the main light is the sun traveling from the top left, as indicated by callout 1. The brightest indirect light is coming from the white wall (callout 4). The reflected light is then directed toward the wall with the bush pattern, indicated by callout 2.

2. Flat Surfaces

What relatively flat object is being illuminated by the brightest non-direct light intensity? This could be some sort of wall, a truck, a row of bushes, etc.

The bushy wall (callout 2) is receiving the most light from the white wall and it is relatively flat. However, the wall is not much of a source for fill light, because according to the color behavior of light, the dark green plants and the dark brown wall absorb much of the light illuminating it. Furthermore, the scatter behavior of light indicates that the heavily textured plant-covered wall will scatter the light rays in all different directions, making the reflected fill light weak and unpredictable.

3. Backgrounds

Do you see backgrounds that are clean and free of distracting objects, have similar color elements such as browns or greens, or contain a pattern?

The wall behind Sydney (callout 2) may not be a good source of fill light, but it does make an excellent background because it contains similar color elements of greens and browns, and the bushes are spread out evenly, creating a nice pattern for a background. Furthermore, there is the added bonus of the wall being lit by an even luminosity level throughout the photographic frame.

4. Circumstantial Light Modifiers

What are the texture, color, shape, material, and size properties of the objects in close proximity to your subject, such as walls, curtains, sheers, bed sheets, doors, plants, trees, paintings, automobiles, etc.?

The brightly lit wall (callout 4) is white. According to the color behavior of light, white reflects the most amount of light and absorbs very little, making it an extraordinary reflector. The white wall is also extremely large relative to the model—at least 50 times her size. Armed with our knowledge about the relative size behavior of light, we know that if the model is directly facing the large wall, there will be little to no shadows on her face. The few shadows that exist due to the natural curves of the human face are extremely soft, and the edges of the shadows are almost indecipherable. This occurs because light is illuminating her face from every possible angle and, thus, not allowing deep shadows to form. The white wall is slightly textured, but not enough to cause any problems with predicting the path of the bounced light. The subject is positioned as closely as possible to the white wall in order to receive the highest intensity of light. According to the inverse square law of light, the closer the subject is to the light source, the higher the intensity of light the subject will receive. The close proximity from the subject to the wall is precisely what gives Sydney that striking glow.

5. Ground Characteristics

What is the color and texture of the ground your subject is standing on?

Sydney is standing on black asphalt. Because it is black, the road absorbs much of the light and reflects little to none back up. However, in this case, I’m photographing only her head and shoulders. Additionally, the white wall (callout 4) is lit evenly from top to bottom by the sun. This means that whatever light the road absorbed, the bottom of the white wall fills it right in. The white wall illuminates her perfectly from head to toe.

6. Shadows on the Ground and Walls

Describe the shadows on the ground and shadows on walls. How dark are the shadows? Are the shadow edges hard or soft? If shadows are soft with a soft edge, can you figure out where the fill light is coming from?

The open shade created by the position of the sun and the brown wall (callout 2) is quite dark, and shadow edges are hard. In most cases, the ground plays some role in reflecting vertical light back up toward the subject, but in this case, the white wall is so large and evenly lit by the sun from top to bottom that it compensates for any lack of vertical light coming from the ground.

7. Pockets of Clean Light Among Shadows

If there were scattered shadows on the wall or floor, can you find any pockets of clean light?

In this example, I am not utilizing shadows on the walls or on the ground as a graphic or framing element in my photograph’s composition.

8. Open Structures Outdoors

Are there areas where there is a ceiling that casts open shade, or a room-like area with a ceiling and three walls leaving one side open to the outside such as an outdoor garage?

There are no areas with any roofs or room-like elements in this particular example.

9. Intensity of Light Differences

Are there areas where the intensity of light could create separation between the background and the subject?

In this example, both the subject and the background are lit by similar intensities of light. The luminosity levels of the background are only a bit darker than on Sydney. Therefore, Sydney more or less blends with the background.

10. Lighting Reference Point

Where or what is the lighting reference point on which you are basing your subject’s lighting? Does the lighting on your subject complement the reference point light or contradict it?

The photograph was clearly taken outside in the daytime. Therefore, the lighting reference point is the sun. The look and feel of the light illuminating Sydney is what one would expect from an outdoor photograph taken during the day.

GAINING THE MOST FROM THE TOP 10 CIRCUMSTANTIAL LIGHT ELEMENTS

Training your brain to see light in ways that most people cannot requires dedication and commitment. The people who take on the challenge will be handsomely compensated with the ability to take their photography to a level few reach.

Let’s be realistic. You are probably thinking, “How am I supposed to go through this dialogue in my head every time I am about to take a photo?” Know that no one expects you to stand there and think about all of this while you are in the middle of a shoot. However, if you bought this book, it is probably because you want to expand your knowledge of photographic light. If my assumption is correct, then I expect you to take this process step by step.

The best way to become skilled at reading circumstantial light is to practice when you are not under pressure. As I mentioned before, just go take a walk at different times of the day, and keep these 10 elements handy. Refer to them as you walk around. At the beginning, do this two or three times a week to fire up your brain and train it to think of its surroundings in terms of light behavior. Then, when you are at an actual photo shoot, you will begin to subconsciously recognize one or two of these 10 elements rather quickly.

If you are just starting to learn all the CLEs, I recommend you begin with the following: CLE-1, CLE-4, and CLE-6. The reason to start with CLE-1 is because it is the engine that drives the rest of the CLEs. All CLEs depend on the source and direction of the light illuminating your subject. Next, CLE-4 will make you aware of all light modifiers that are in close proximity to your subject. Since all objects transmit, reflect, or absorb light, it is imperative that you are aware of how the objects around your subject are influencing the quality and quantity of light. Finally, CLE-6 is probably the best CLE to consider in order to gain speed at maximizing the lighting in any situation quickly. I use the direction of the shadows on the ground and the shadow line as a compass, guiding me to choose the shooting angle that will yield the most flattering light and decide how to rotate the subjects to shape the light illuminating them.

With practice, you will begin to notice four or five elements at once. Soon, you will be able to mentally incorporate all 10 elements and apply them ingeniously to your photography. But it will take practice, dedication, and a hunger to learn.

THE GLOW ZONE

The “glow zone” is a term that describes a location where the right combination of circumstantial light elements comes together and the subject within that space begins to glow. With experimentation, it will become clear to you when a person enters the glow zone. This type of lighting usually occurs when strong sunlight is being reflected between large (usually white) reflective surfaces such as walls. If your subject stands between these two walls, they will be receiving relatively high-intensity, soft light that creates the glow zone. The light must be relatively strong but also soft.

However, there are many other ways to achieve this glow. This is part of the fun of combining and experimenting with CLEs! For instance, you could also find the glow zone in a location where the sun reflects light off both a FedEx truck and a light gray sidewalk. When your subject is within the glow zone, your camera settings will be within my lighting benchmark, which we’ll cover in Chapter 7.
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CHAPTER 5

EXPLORING THE 10 CIRCUMSTANTIAL LIGHT ELEMENTS

Chapter 4 acquainted you with the remarkable photographic potential and rewards of mastering circumstantial light. That chapter also discussed how a photographer can manipulate circumstantial light to create light modifiers using objects in the environment in combination with the sun or another main light source. This chapter will demonstrate how the ability to read circumstantial light allows the photographer to take striking photographs with or without expensive lighting equipment or assistants. It doesn’t matter whatsoever if light bounces off either an expensive light modifier or a brick wall. Depending on the texture and shape of the wall, for the most part light will still behave in a similar and predictable manner, with the wall being a very effective modifier.

If we compare most of the light modifiers you can buy at the camera store to the everyday objects around you, it is easy to see their similarities regarding their light-shaping capabilities. For example, you may have noticed that when you buy a cheap reflector, the surface is not always completely flat, but when you buy a well-made reflector, its surface is perfectly flat. When light reflects from a surface, the light rays will bounce in a more predictable way when the surface is flat, whereas some light rays will be lost as they go in several directions if the surface is warped or uneven. The same rule applies to your neighbor’s wall. If it’s flat and smooth, it will reflect light rays in a predictable way. If the wall is heavily textured, the texture itself will send reflected light rays in all directions, making the reflected light path more difficult to manage. If you buy a red gel from the camera store to put over your light source, it will give your subject a red colorcast; likewise, if the sun illuminates a bright red wall, it will also give your subject a red colorcast. When sunlight passes through a window or a sheer, the effect is similar to a strobe shooting through a softbox. A large window resembles a larger softbox. Naturally, there are differences between photographic equipment that manipulates light and everyday objects, but light will behave similarly if the material, shape, size, and texture of both environmental objects and photographic equipment are alike. The crucial difference between the two is that when working with circumstantial light, the photographer usually cannot move the buildings, cars, walls, or whatever he or she may be using as a modifier. Therefore, the photographer must move the subject to an optimum location within the environment. In contrast, when working with photographic equipment, you can move the equipment to your subject’s position.


THE PERFECT APPROACH

The key to successfully increasing your circumstantial light skills is to always associate the objects around you with the five behaviors of light described in Chapter 3 and the 10 elements to break down circumstantial light as described in Chapter 4. I cannot emphasize enough how important this is.

Again, the five light behaviors are:


	Angle

	Inverse Square

	Size

	Color

	Scatter



And the 10 circumstantial light elements are:


	CLE-1: Source and Direction of Light

	CLE-2: Flat Surfaces

	CLE-3: Backgrounds

	CLE-4: Circumstantial Light Modifiers

	CLE-5: Ground Characteristics

	CLE-6: Shadows on the Ground and Walls

	CLE-7: Pockets of Clean Light Among Shadows

	CLE-8: Open Structures Outdoors

	CLE-9: Intensity of Light Differences

	CLE-10: Lighting Reference Point





ANALYZING LOCATIONS FOR LIGHT BEHAVIORS AND CIRCUMSTANTIAL LIGHT ELEMENTS

In Figure 5.1, the sun is directly illuminating the white brick wall in callout 1. Since the sun is so far away from earth, the sun is a small light source, and it will always cast hard shadows. This is fortunate because it means that strong sunlight just needs to be softened. The only way to soften direct sunlight without equipment is to utilize the walls, ground, objects, etc. The wall in callout 1 is white and flat. This makes it a very effective reflector, throwing high-intensity white light toward the light brown wall in callout 2. That wall (callout 2) is also evenly illuminated by indirect sunlight bouncing up from the smooth, gray sidewalk, indicated by callout 6. The fact that the sidewalk (callout 6) is light gray and smooth means that it will reflect clean, vertical, balanced daylight up from the ground. The left wall (callout 2) would make a perfect backdrop for my subject. It’s flat, free of distractions, a single color, and evenly illuminated. If I had my subject sit down, it would bring his/her face closer to the sunlit sidewalk (callout 6), and according to the inverse square law of light, the closer your subject is to the light source, the higher the intensity of light. The narrow overhang (callout 5) acts as a ceiling, providing enough open shade (callout 4) to protect the subject from direct sunlight. The brown brick wall indicated by callout 3 also works as a reflector toward the opposite wall (callout 2). However, this wall (callout 3) is not as effective as a reflector as the white wall (callout 1) for three reasons: it is not being illuminated by direct sunlight, it is brown instead of white, and the brick is more textured.
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FIGURE 5.1

For all of these reasons, an ideal location to place a subject would be at callout 4, as close to the sunlit sidewalk as possible. This location is excellent, assuming of course, you have no assistants and no equipment other than your camera.

Judging from the shadows, Figure 5.2 was taken around noon with the sun directly above. The telltale sign: the tree shadows (callout 3) are right underneath the tree, and the shadow’s circumference on the grass is the same as the circumference of the widest part of the tree. According to the color behavior of light, the sunlight coming from above will pick up some of the green colorcast as it passes through the tree leaves (callout 4). Therefore, positioning a subject underneath the tree (callout 3) would result in a green colorcast coming from above and a green colorcast bouncing back up from the green grass. That’s a lot of green!
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FIGURE 5.2

If you position your subject somewhere near callout 1, the light will become daylight-balanced from the sun above. However, because the sun is directly illuminating the grass in that area, the green colorcast from the ground up will be stronger. If your subject is sitting near callout 1, he/she will have a much stronger colorcast than if standing. I would position my subject on the sidewalk (callout 2). The sidewalk makes a great, predictable reflector, due to the fact that it is flat and smooth, and the gray color bounces daylight-colored light back up. The grass (callout 1) would not only cast a green colorcast light, but the very texture of the grass absorbs much of the sunlight striking it.

The circumstances in Figure 5.3 might lead you to believe that this would be a good place to photograph your subject, but in my opinion, it’s not. First, this photo was taken during the daytime, yet there are no shadows on the wall from the plants. This should tell you that the light there is absolutely flat. Second, notice that the ground is a brownish-red color. According to the color behavior of light, dark colors absorb light—they do not reflect it—which is another reason why there are no shadows from the plants. There is not enough vertical light being reflected from the brownish ground to even cast a shadow. Circumstances like this will yield unflattering results for both men and women. If you were able to analyze locations this way, you would know that this place is a dud.
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FIGURE 5.3

Let’s take a look at Figure 5.4. In Chapter 4, CLE-7 of the top 10 elements I use to break down circumstantial light asks if there are scatter shadows on the wall, and if so, are there any pockets of clean light? In this case, the answer would be yes. The crispness and length of the shadows on the ground (callout 1) and on the wall (callout 2) indicate that the tree is being lit directly by the sun sometime in mid-afternoon. You can always estimate the time a photo was taken based on the length of the shadows. Most importantly, the wall indicated by callout 2 is painted a single color, cream. Cream is almost white, so it is very bright and reflective. The extra brightness of the wall could work well to create a separation between the subject and the background, and the reflected light from the wall could also serve as a beautiful hair light, if the photo was taken from the street toward the wall. There is indeed a clean pocket of light among the shadows on the wall. That pocket (callout 2) is large enough for an interesting portrait from the waist up when placing the subject’s head in the center of the clean pocket of light. However, the sunlight is coming from the top right, so the photographer would have to adjust the subject’s head position to accommodate for the direction of light and avoid unwanted shadows on the face.
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FIGURE 5.4

The red box indicates how tight the crop would need to be in order to achieve a high level of interest. The smooth gray sidewalk (callout 3) is directly illuminated by the sun, and therefore will provide plenty of fill light bouncing back up toward the subject. In this circumstance, the portrait will be lit by direct sun, so you’d need to be extra diligent about where the hard shadows fall on your subject. There is no opposing wall or anything else around here to soften the light. Portraits taken with direct sunlight can be very effective if executed properly.

The first circumstantial light element in Chapter 4 (CLE-1) asks, “What is the source and direction of both the direct light and the brightest indirect light? This will help you determine where your main light and your fill light are coming from.” In the case of Figure 5.5, that’s a somewhat tricky question. To a certain degree we have two sources of main light and not much fill light. The sky (callout 1) is clearly providing the light traveling vertically from the sky to the ground. However, the ground is black (callout 4), which means not much light reflects back up. If you look carefully, my face is tilted toward the ground, and it looks dark because the ground is absorbing all the light. This vivid alley in Melbourne, Australia, is painted everywhere with graffiti, and the walls are painted in mostly dark colors. This indicates that although the walls are flat, their dark colors absorb the light (callouts 2 and 3). Therefore, the only light traveling horizontally is from the entrance and the exit of the alley. You can see that my wife and I are walking toward the exit because her face is illuminated by the strong horizontal light. Therefore, the entrance and the exit (callout 5) represent the second main light source. A portrait here will most likely result in very dramatic lighting, since there is little or no source of fill light.
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FIGURE 5.5
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FIGURE 5.6

Figure 5.6 is a very important image to review because, to me, it’s crucial to not only be able to find the brightest indirect light in your environment, but also to understand why it’s the brightest indirect light. You should ask yourself, “Why is that portion of the wall so bright?” In this example, we are going to focus more on the “why.” It’s clear that the left wall (callout 1) is the darkest of the walls. The middle portion (callout 2) is medium in light intensity. The right wall (callout 4) is clearly the winner. It is being illuminated by the highest intensity of indirect light. I emphasize that the light is indirect, because it means that, in most cases, the light is soft. Now let’s focus on the why. If you turn your attention to callout 5, you notice that the shade covers the entire width of the sidewalk. Since the sidewalk is our main source of fill light, we want as much light as possible striking the sidewalk. Callout 6 is better because the shaded area is narrower. The area indicated by callout 7 has the most sun directly striking the sidewalk, which reflects vertical light up toward the wall (callout 4). Furthermore, the light also reaches the side of the wall (callout 3) ,which in turn reflects additional light toward the right into callout 4.

During photo shoots, we must always make quick decisions about where to position our subjects to create an attractive photograph. All locations have their strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. However, sometimes a location’s challenges outweigh the benefits, which is exactly the case in Figure 5.7. The tree canopy above causes too much splotchy lighting on the ground. Lighting like this is extremely distracting, because the whole scene is completely covered with small areas of sun and shadows. It almost makes a person dizzy. You can see by all the callouts that the challenge to clean up light like this without any photographic equipment is almost impossible. You would need to place a large diffuser above your subject to create a larger light source, thus softer lighting. However, consider the building’s walls. If these splotchy light walls are in the background, it would so distracting that your subject would be lost in the photo. This location is too much trouble for what it’s worth. I would move on.
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FIGURE 5.7

In Chapter 4, the eighth element to analyze circumstantial light (CLE-8) asks, “Are there areas where there is some sort of ceiling casting open shade, or a ceiling and walls leaving one side open to the outside, such as an outdoor garage? Knowing this will help you see opportunities when the light changes direction from vertical (up and down) to horizontal (side to side).” This is exactly the situation in Figure 5.8, where we have a ceiling to shield our subject from direct sunlight and there is an opening to the outside with light coming into the room. Circumstances such as these provide a skilled photographer with a plethora of lighting opportunities. So let’s begin breaking down this location with regard to light.

Callout 1 indicates where I would place my subject, because to receive the highest amount of bounced light from the ground, you must place your subject as close to the shadow line as possible. The shadow line is the line where the shade meets the sunlit ground. The further your subject is from this line, the less light he/she will receive. Callout 3 represents a bit of a threat. The sunlight is indeed directly illuminating the ground, but the ground is black asphalt. According to the color behavior of light, the color black absorbs the most light and reflects the least. We rely on this bounced light to illuminate our subject, so we have a problem. Looking on the bright side, although the ground is black, it is also flat enough to bounce enough light toward callout 1 to do the job. Naturally, if the ground were light gray, it would reflect much more light into the garage. Callout 2 represents the distraction-free clean background, the third element considered in Chapter 4. Positioning your camera so that the portion of the wall (callout 2) is the background of your image would place all of the attention on your subject.
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FIGURE 5.8

Callout 4 represents the clear direction of light, as shown by the support beam’s shadow. You should always be aware of the direction of shadows, because they identify the origin of the main light source. This is of special interest in this photo, because according to the angle behavior of light (“the angle of incidence equals the angle of reflection”), the sun is coming from the top right, bouncing off the ground, and traveling straight into the garage. Therefore, if you were to stand with the sun directly behind you and face the direction of the shadow created by the support beam, you would maximize the amount of light bouncing from the ground onto your subject. This will significantly help you solve the issue of the black asphalt absorbing the sun’s rays. It is this kind of strategic thinking that will yield better images, and it’s the fundamental reason for studying circumstantial light.

I captured Figure 5.9 during an 18-hour visit to Tokyo. As I walked down the streets, I noticed backlit advertisements that were actually much brighter than they appeared (callout 1). As people walked down the corridor, their faces were illuminated beautifully from the ad in callout 1. This photograph was clearly taken at night, so the sun cannot possibly be the main light source. In this case, the artificial light from the fluorescent tubes backlighting the ad in callout 1 is the main light source. Due to the large size of this ad, it would work better for an upper body photograph, so that the torso and head would be evenly illuminated by the light source. The rows of lights along the ceiling and wall on the right creates a pattern (callouts 2 and 3), as asked by the third circumstantial light element in Chapter 4. If you pay close attention to the first two circumstantial light elements in Chapter 4 (CLE-1 and CLE-2), you will be able to walk by an unusual location such as this Tokyo street and recognize that the ad on the right is a great main light source. An untrained photographer might see it only for what it is—an ad—and thus miss out on a potentially great portrait.
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FIGURE 5.9

Figure 5.10 is a great example of a location that doesn’t look like much at first glance, but if you go through the 10 elements described in Chapter 4, you will begin to notice that this location is actually a gem. Note that I purposely waited for a cloudy day to take a photo of this location. The reason for this is that I want you to see the potential of the place with and without the help from sunlight. Let’s begin with callout 1. The sidewalk is a very smooth surface, and its color is light gray. The smooth characteristic of the sidewalk makes it a very effective reflector, and the light gray color will reflect approximately daylight-balanced light back onto your subject. Callout 2: In this situation, there is a roof. This tells you that if it were a sunny day, the subject under the roof would be in open shade and protected from direct sunlight. Callout 3: The roof structure leaves an open area, exposing a clean pattern of green foliage. This area would make a perfect background for your subject because, being an array of different shades of green, it would not be distracting. If the photo was taken with a shallow aperture, those plants would be completely out of focus, leaving a clean background for posing. As long as your subject is not facing the plants, he/she will not pick up any of the green colorcast from them. Callout 4: Only the light brown color of the tree trunk breaks the peaceful array of greens. If that tree trunk were included in the composition, it would be a distraction in the photo. Therefore, I added a box to portray what my final composition would be like. Callout 5: This wall is relatively smooth but it’s also green. On a sunny day, if any of the sunlight directly illuminated this wall, it would reflect a strong green colorcast on your subject if he/she were standing near it. Callout 6: This is where I would position my subject after everything mentioned above has been considered. The red tile should encourage you to position the subject as close to the gray sidewalk as possible but still under the protection of the open shade provided by the roof. This would minimize any of the ground’s red reflected light from reaching your subject. As mentioned before, this location is a gem. On a regular sunny day, this location has all the magic required to create a gorgeously lit portrait.

Figure 5.11 shows another example when I waited for an overcast day to take the photo because I wanted to focus on the circumstances in that particular environment, separate from the light. As I mentioned earlier, one of the most important aspects of becoming an expert at circumstantial light is to understand the why behind light’s quality, quantity, color, intensity, etc. It’s one thing to see light and react to it, which is great. There is nothing wrong with that. But the photographer who understands the why behind the light will be able to see more lighting opportunities in the very same location.
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FIGURE 5.10
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FIGURE 5.11

In this example, we have a clean pattern of vertical wood panels that make up a fence (callout 1). Although we don’t have direct sunlight now, we can predict that even if we did, the black brick building on the right (callout 2) would swallow up a lot of the light. To make matters worse, the building has two large windows (callout 3), which don’t reflect any light; instead, the light goes right through them, resulting in even less light reflecting back to the wood fence. Last but not least, the ground (callout 4) is also black. Therefore, the vertical light bouncing from the ground and the horizontal light bouncing off the black wall are both too weak. The only way to take a skillful photo here with great quality of light would be to use artificial lights, such as strobes or flashes. But for now, we are studying what combination of elements gives you amazing light for portraiture without any equipment or assistants.

After reading this chapter and just focusing on the lighting properties of locations, you can probably figure out why I chose to take a portrait of my friend and model Kenzie Dalton during one of my classes at WPPI in Las Vegas (Figures 5.12 and 5.13). I took this photo with an iPhone to show my students how light can always look unbelievably beautiful, no matter what camera you have in your hands. Take a closer look, and see if you can figure out all the reasons why the light looks as beautiful as it does.

First, notice the position of the sun. The shadows on the wall tell you the exact direction of the light source. By positioning Kenzie with her back against the sun, it protects her face from direct sunlight, and it uses the sun as a hair light or a backlight. Next, the sun is striking the smooth, cream-colored wall. This tells you that the wall will reflect large amounts of light, and it will be a flattering natural color. Why is she so close to the wall? The inverse square law of light in Chapter 3 states that the closer a subject is to the light source, the more intense the light will be and also the faster the falloff of light will be. This explains two main points. It explains why the lighting on Kenzie is so much richer than the lighting on everyone else around her, just a few feet away from the wall. It also explains why the right side of her face is slightly darker than the left. If you look at the angle from which she is being photographed in Figure 5.12, you can see that the left side of her face is closer to the wall than the right side. Because she is so close to the light source, the light falls off very quickly. The reason why the right side of her face is still nicely illuminated is because so much fill light is bouncing around and illuminating the shadows on her face.

Now let’s decipher why the light on her face is so soft and flattering compared to the quality of light in the rest of the image. According to the relative size behavior of light described in Chapter 3, it states that the larger the relative size of the light source, the softer the light will be. If she had been facing the sun, Kenzie would have been lit by direct sunlight. The sun is a tiny light source because it is so distant and would have caused high contrast and strong shadow edges. However, in this example the sun is only serving as a backlight, and the wall in front of her face is now the main light source. Because the wall is so large, it fills in the shadows that the inverse square law of light creates. The wall is throwing reflected cream-colored light everywhere, giving her that gorgeous glow. Even though this was a quick example, full of distracting objects and taken with an iPhone, there is no doubt that the lighting on Kenzie is incredibly beautiful compared to the lighting in the rest of the photograph.
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FIGURE 5.12
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FIGURE 5.13
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CHAPTER 6

IMPLEMENTING CIRCUMSTANTIAL LIGHT

In Chapter 4, we began our discussion of circumstantial light, defining it as a unique way of thinking about light. Being highly skilled at circumstantial light allows the photographer to be proficient at producing beautiful work in any environment and at any time of the day without much need for light modifiers or assistants. However, to be skilled at circumstantial light, the photographer must clearly understand how light behaves and combine that knowledge with the 10 elements to break down circumstantial light. Now, we will examine real on-the-job implementation of circumstantial light by bringing all these elements together. I recommend making the extra effort to review the material in Chapters 3, 4, and 5 before reading the examples in this chapter. Perhaps take a photo of the list of the 10 circumstantial light elements and keep that page handy.

The previous material needs to be very much engrained in your brain to really benefit from the rewards of being skilled at circumstantial light. With this knowledge, you will be able to advance from images such as Figure 6.1 to a photograph such as Figure 6.2. Both of these photos were taken outdoors with just my camera. No flash, photo reflectors, diffusers, or assistants were used for either of these photos. The only difference between the two is a knowledge of circumstantial light. I believe photos such as Figure 6.2 don’t have to be a lucky break; they can be your constant.

For the rest of this chapter, we will go through the process of thinking in terms of circumstantial light. The 10 elements discussed in Chapter 4 will be used to break down both how and why the photographic lighting was a success or a failure. By going through these 10 elements several times with different scenarios and at different capacities, you will begin to commit this knowledge to your long-term memory, and the process will become second nature to you. I will not rewrite the questions each time, just the answers. As you read the critiques and/or solutions to a particular image, recognize which elements of circumstantial light are applicable, try to imagine the physical circumstances, and remember the five behaviors of light. To be more efficient with this process, I will simply refer to the top 10 elements to break down circumstantial light by their acronym listed in Chapter 4 as CLE-3, CLE-7, etc. Keep the 10 elements handy so you know which ones I am referring to as we go through the process together, and realize that all the photos that follow were taken with just my camera. Lastly, I purposely used many photos from the shoot of Sydney to illustrate how, in one single shoot, you can create a diverse array of color, contrast, and intensities with your lighting.

UNDERSTANDING THE HOW AND THE WHY OF CIRCUMSTANTIAL LIGHT

Figure 6.1: We would most likely be in agreement that the lighting on the subject is very harsh and not flattering. Regardless of someone’s physical appearance, bad light will always be unflattering to anyone. The first thing you may have noticed right away is the unwanted and disorganized shadows and highlights on the right side of her face (camera left). Why does this happen? This harsh light with clearly defined shadow edges occurs when a subject is being illuminated by a small light source relative to the subject. In this case, the direct sun is the relatively small light source, because it is so far away (CLE-1). Therefore, the light rays are streaming in at a specific angle. As the sun illuminates her, the light rays strike her hair, causing a distinct and distracting set of shadows on her face. If the light source were much larger relative to the subject, some of the light rays would reach the shadows caused by her hair and either lessen them or eliminate them altogether. This happens because the light source is much larger, and light rays will come from numerous angles, striking several more areas of her face. CLE-4 asks if there are circumstantial light modifiers nearby that could help soften the light. The answer here would be no. She seems to be standing in a parking lot with no walls close by to reflect light from the sun back toward her. Even a large white delivery truck would provide a much larger light source. There doesn’t seem to be much light traveling vertically from the dark ground up toward the subject, either (CLE-5). The lack of quality light modifiers causes her eyes to darken, and the left side of her face is weakly lit because there is little fill light bouncing around. The subject’s head position is at the wrong angle considering these circumstances. This lighting appears disorganized and unprofessional.
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FIGURE 6.1 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/2.8, 1/3000

Figures 6.2 and 6.3: Taking into account the 10 elements to break down circumstantial light and the five behaviors of light, you can turn a tough lighting situation into a lovely portrait, such as this one of Allison. What creates such beautiful lighting results? Although the sun is the main light source, the ceiling is blocking the direct sunlight rays (CLE-8). The sun is being blocked from every angle except from the right side (CLE-1). The walls are clean and painted a pinkish color, which would make them a good non-distracting backdrop for my portrait. However, the elevator doors are smoother and have a much more interesting metallic color (CLE-3). The elevator doors will not only serve as a clean background, they will also reflect light back onto my subject.

When you are thinking in terms of circumstantial light, it is important that you train yourself to not see objects for what they are, but instead to see them for what lighting properties they hold. The walls would have absorbed much more light than the smooth metallic elevator doors (CLE-4). To really take full advantage of the lighting possibilities here, I had to place Allison in the open shade area but as close as possible to the shadow line. You can see the shadow line is at an angle on the ground in front of the exit sign. She is placed as close as possible to the part of the floor where the shade meets the sunlit ground. This takes advantage of the most existing vertical light, giving Allison great fill light from the ground (CLE-6). The left side of her face (camera right) is clearly brighter than the right. This is what gives her face dimension and depth. However, the transition from the bright side to the darker side is completely smooth. The fill light that is present where she is standing is so rich and full that there is not a single hard shadow to be found. There are catchlights in both eyes, making them look vibrant.
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FIGURE 6.2 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/2.8, 1/180
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FIGURE 6.3

Figure 6.4: This portrait of my sister-in-law Sarah was taken at the beginning of my career. At the time, I thought it was pretty good, except when I compared it to the portraits of experienced photographers. The one thing I noticed was that there was something “off” about the lighting, but I did not know what it was or how to fix it.
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FIGURE 6.4 Camera Settings: ISO 800, f/6.3, 1/160

I still remember my thought process when choosing this location. I figured that the bench could be used as a clever way to pose my sister. The dark brown fence and foliage were a nice touch for the background. Had I known more about the behavior of light, I would have realized that the dark brown colors of the ground and background were absorbing much of the incoming light. Furthermore, the ground, bench, and wooden fence are heavily textured, absorbing even more light. This is the reason why CLE-2 asks if there is a relatively flat object that is being illuminated by the sunlight. If a large, light-colored, smooth wall had been there instead of the dark wooden fence, it would have bounced the light back toward my subject. The green plant behind her head and back is actually quite distracting. Judging by the shadows on her left forearm and the bench, and the distracting highlight on her face, the main light is sunlight coming from the right. The length of the shadow on the bench tells us that the sun is pretty low on the horizon, so most likely this photo was taken in the late afternoon. All these telltale signs reveal that we are dealing with a relatively low intensity of light as the main light source. In situations where the main light is weak, we must rely on great fill light to lift the overall quality of the portrait.

As mentioned before, in this situation, the objects that would have provided the fill light, such as the dark wood fence and the ground, make terrible fill light devices. These objects are vacuuming up the light, not reflecting it. Additionally, the position of her head should have been adjusted relative to the main light to avoid having that distracting highlight by her left eye.
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FIGURE 6.5 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/2.8, 1/640
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FIGURE 6.6

Figures 6.5 and 6.6: Recently, I photographed my friend Laura in a very similar way as Sarah in Figure 6.4. Laura needed headshots for her acting agency in Los Angeles. I decided not to use any light modifiers or flashes of any kind. My goal was to carry only my camera and walk around paying fixed attention to and relying only on circumstantial light for the headshot. Although the pose is similar, and Laura is also posed lying on a bench, the two photos couldn’t be more different. The lighting in Laura’s photo far surpasses my earlier work. Let’s explore why.

First, the original main light is the sun (CLE-1). I chose this place because there was a short ceiling protecting Laura from the direct rays of the sun, which would have otherwise been a small light source, causing hard shadows (CLE-8). The ceiling provides a small area of open shade, meaning that all the fill light bouncing around the objects in that area are now illuminating Laura. Our objective is to find the highest intensity fill light to give Laura the beautiful glow that great lighting provides. The decision to use the bench as a posing prop was actually a strategic choice to bring her closer to the reflected light on the ground. I needed to take advantage of the highest intensity of light possible at this location. According to the inverse square law of light, the closer your subject is to the light source, the higher the intensity will be. Because Laura is positioned in open shade, this makes the reflected light bouncing up from the light gray, smooth sidewalk the new main light source (CLE-5). This is the reason why I had her lie down on the bench: to bring her closer to the wonderful reflected light coming from the ground. But first, I had to move the bench as close as possible to the shadow line (CLE-6) as indicated by the callout in Figure 6.6.

This brought the bench very close to the reflected light from the sidewalk. The ability to see that this was necessary is the kind of thinking that skilled photographers must develop. If I had not moved the bench, the light would have been greatly weakened by the time it reached the bench at its original position. Also, notice the subtle tilt of Laura’s head toward the reflected light from the ground. This tilt toward the light gave Laura that beautiful lighting on the right side of her face and also helped reduce or remove any possible shadows on her face caused by her hair.

Finally, the flat brick wall between the docks is light in color and fairly smooth (CLE-2). This is an indication that it would be an effective source of fill light and also a clean background (CLE-3). The only issue with the brick wall was the presence of another shadow line caused by the ceiling. This changes the luminosity levels throughout the wall. This change of light levels could be a possible distraction (CLE-9), so to avoid it, I simply positioned my camera and cropped tight enough to only include the section of the brick wall that was in shade (CLE-6).


EXPAND YOUR UNDERSTANDING

If you would like to dig deeper for a better understanding of the material presented here, try creating a list of similarities with regard to circumstantial light between Figures 6.2 and 6.5. Your list should be a logical explanation of why these two photos look as good as they do. Making these connections and finding the circumstantial light patterns that produce great light are of paramount importance in indicating how well you will be able to implement circumstantial light at a real photo shoot.

Hint: Use the behind-the-scenes photos (Figures 6.3 and 6.6) to help you find the patterns.



Figures 6.7 and 6.8: During one of my private workshops in Seattle, the class divided into groups to do the assigned photo exercises. Soon after, I excitedly stopped everyone, saying “Check out this amazing location!” My students looked around confused and said, “Where? Here?” When my excitement levels lessened a bit, I realized that at first sight, this is not exactly an ideal location for a great photo opportunity. After all, Laurel is sitting at the back of a parking structure facing an alleyway. But, take a closer look at all the hints this site is throwing out.

This photo was taken in Seattle, where there are usually clouds in the sky. But even on cloudy days, the sun must be somewhere. The easiest way to determine where the sunlight is coming from without having to look up at the sky is to look at the objects’ shadows on the ground. In Figure 6.7, the shadows are faint due to the cloud coverage diffusing the sunlight, but they are still there (CLE-6). The position of our shadows tells us that the sunlight is coming from the right (CLE-1). The place where Laurel is sitting down functions a bit like a room with an opening to the outside (CLE-8). The important thing to notice in the photo is that the opening into the room is facing the direction of light. That’s perfect, because we are dealing with weak diffused light on a cloudy Seattle afternoon. So we must maximize our circumstances.

The logical pose would be to position Laurel facing the direction of light. This would place as much of the light on her face as possible. The wall shown in Figure 6.8 is light gray, a single color, and its texture is quite smooth (CLE-3). The wall’s characteristics are perfect for a clean, non-distracting background. The wall’s subtle texture will add a bit of visual interest to the portrait. Because Laurel’s pose places her in the direct path of the incoming light, this will naturally make her brighter than the wall behind her. The wall is not facing the light, but she is. This addresses CLE-9, and tells us that the darker background would be complementary to Laurel, making her stand out in the photograph.
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FIGURE 6.7
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FIGURE 6.8

Figure 6.9: This photo represents the final result of our location analysis based on circumstantial light. Most people would probably walk right by a location like this and think nothing of it. But amazing opportunities are present nearly everywhere. You just have to know what to look for. For the pose, I raised Laurel’s chin up toward the light to fill in her eye sockets with light. Otherwise, her upper eye socket bones would have caused an unflattering shadow on her eyes. It’s also exciting to notice the inverse square law of light at work by seeing how the light hits her upper arms and then just immediately drops off into darkness at the bottom of her arms. Keep this in mind, because this knowledge will help you slim down someone in a photograph.

[image: ]

FIGURE 6.9 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/2.8, 1/350

Figures 6.10 and 6.11: When your subject is indoors, the 10 circumstantial light elements don’t change much. In fact, the only element that is not applicable is CLE-8. During one of my workshops, I was demonstrating what to think about when posing men. When I walked into the room, I quickly noticed how circumstantial light had created something special in this room. The original light source is the sun, but since the sunlight is coming through a window, our new main light source becomes the large window (CLE-1). The direction of light is coming at a sharp angle from above as indicated by the arrow callout (CLE-1).
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FIGURE 6.10

Next, the window light is illuminating the bright white wall with different intensities. The inverse square law of light tells us that if an object is very close to the light source—one unit to be exact—that object will receive the highest amount of light intensity. Therefore, it is easy to understand why the closest wall to the window (callout 1) would be the brightest, and the other wall (callout 3) is not quite as bright because it is further away from the window. But notice how much brighter the wall closest to the window (callout 1) is from the rest of the wall. I would say it’s almost three times brighter. With this information, we know that if we expose for the brightest point illuminating the brightest wall, we can turn the white wall completely black in a photograph. Turning the room black is the same technique used for Figure 3.12 in Chapter 3. To achieve this, we must move Hans away from the wall indicated by callout 3 and have him lean against the corner of the brightest wall, indicated by callout 1 in Figure 6.11.
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FIGURE 6.11


A NOTE ABOUT METERING

Most cameras have a variety of metering modes you can use that direct the camera’s light meter in determining what to base its readings on. When the light levels in the scene are similar—for example, on an overcast day—the camera’s light meter works very well at determining the proper exposure. However, if you are standing inside a room and the camera is pointed at a bright area such as a window, the light meter, at its default settings, will prioritize the bright area and expose for it, leaving anything or anyone standing in front of the window completely underexposed. The same principle applies when pointing the camera toward a dark area. The camera will always try to make the exposure 18% gray overall. Therefore, if the camera sees something very bright, it will try to make it darker to approach middle gray. If the camera sees something very dark, it will try to let more light into the exposure to bring it up to a middle gray. To avoid these potential situations, camera manufacturers created a variety of metering modes. These modes direct the light meter to take into account different percentages of the frame area and ignore the rest. The most common metering modes are:


	Evaluative (Canon) or Matrix (Nikon) metering: Evaluative/Matrix metering takes into account most of the frame area by splitting the viewfinder into individual zones and analyzing each zone for different tones, prioritizing the zone that contains the chosen focus point.

	Spot metering: Spot metering evaluates only a very small percentage of the frame, around 3–5%. Basically, spot metering only evaluates the light tones around your chosen focus point and ignores everything else. (On some cameras, Spot metering only measures the light from the center point, regardless of your chosen focus point.) This is a great metering choice when your subject takes up very little space in the frame or when your subject is heavily backlit.

	Partial metering: This is similar to Spot metering. The only difference is that Partial metering takes into account a larger area than spot metering, measuring around 8–12% of the frame based on your chosen focus point. (As with Spot metering, on some cameras Partial metering measures light only from the area in the center of the frame, regardless of your chosen focus point.)

	Center-Weighted Average metering: This metering mode measures the entire frame, but it weighs its meter reading more heavily on the middle region of the frame, hence the term “center-weighted.” This metering mode does not prioritize the area where you focus. It evaluates the scene the same way, regardless of where the focus point is.



My work focuses on photographing people. Therefore, for me it makes more sense to use Evaluative (Canon) or Matrix (Nikon) metering because people usually take up most of the frame. If I photographed insects or birds, then Spot metering would make more sense since insects or birds would take up a very small percentage of the photographic frame. I find it more efficient to become very familiar with one metering mode. You should know how it will behave under a wide variety of common shooting situations. This way, you can predict how the camera’s light meter will read the scene, thus allowing you to make any exposure adjustments prior to taking the photograph.



Figure 6.12: This is the final result of the techniques discussed above. As you can see by the camera settings for this photo, moving Hans to the wall indicated by callout 1 put him in the path of a great deal of light from the sun streaming through the window. This photo comes directly out of the camera. I took the photo in black and white. Absolutely nothing was done to this photo to brighten or darken any part of the image. This demonstrates how understanding the behaviors of light will allow you to know when and how to create portraits like this. It never ceases to amaze me how quickly the light can fall off, turning a white room into a completely dark room. How thrilling is it to take a photo in which the final result out of camera looks absolutely nothing like you would expect, considering the room it was taken in? That’s the magic of light! Experimenting and finding opportunities that are made available to you with the inverse square law of light will open up a whole array of creative possibilities for you.
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FIGURE 6.12 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/2.8, 1/2000

Figure 6.13: This photo is a great example of finding and taking advantage of clean pockets of light as mentioned in CLE-7. Pockets of clean, high-intensity light could be found on a wall, a truck, or even the ground. In this case, I saw a pocket of clean and strong light on the marble stairs leading up to the altar (callout 1). The original source of light is the sun, but since sunlight has passed through a window, the new main light source becomes the window (CLE-1). The rays of sunlight passing through the window have slightly altered their path but not enough to scatter light rays all over the place. It is still easy to draw a straight line from the sunlit stairs to the sun itself. These pockets of clean and strong light appear everywhere, but you must be trained enough to spot them. In this case, as the sunlight passed through the window on the right, it left a portion of the stairs strongly illuminated by almost direct sunlight.
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FIGURE 6.13

To take advantage of such beautiful light, I asked model Dylan to lie down in the middle of the pocket of light (callout 1) on the marble stairs with her head facing upward. Once she was lying down, I made adjustments to her position to make sure that her face was illuminated by the highest intensity of light within that pocket. Please note that in this example, Dylan is being illuminated by direct incident light, not reflected light. Also, the pose was adjusted so that she would pivot her chin toward the sun until her eye sockets were clearly illuminated. Without this pose adjustment, the bone underneath her eyebrow would have cast a strong shadow on her eyes. Finally, I asked her to close her eyes to give the photo the mood I desired and to also make the pose easier for her. Her veil was used to frame her, hide the marble stairs, and further increase the drama between the light and shadows on her dress. Win win!

Figure 6.14 shows the final result of finding and properly taking advantage of pockets of clean and high-intensity light.
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FIGURE 6.14 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/6.8, 1/800

THE SHOOTING-TOWARD-THE-SHADOW TECHNIQUE

One of the most efficient ways to achieve clean light on someone’s face during a clear, sunny day is to find the direction of your subject’s shadow and let that be your guide to determine where to position yourself and your camera. You can use this technique all day, anywhere, until the sun is too weak to cast a shadow. Depending on the circumstantial light elements in your environment, you can also achieve a nice fill light back onto your subject’s face. Let’s take a look.

Figure 6.15: I shot this photo at the Greystone Mansion in Beverly Hills. Although this particular location with the rows of trees on either side of the path is a popular location choice for many photographers, honestly I couldn’t care less about the pretty location. All I cared about was how excellent the lighting was at that exact moment. Don’t be seduced by the location, be seduced by the light! The sun is the direct light source (CLE-1). The ground the couple is standing on is flat, light gray, relatively smooth, and directly illuminated by the sun. This makes the ground a very effective reflector (CLE-2 and CLE-5). The light bouncing off the ground serves as my fill light in order to give the couple’s faces a flattering glow. The background is made up of a pattern of tall trees framing the couple (CLE-3). The row of trees on either side is dark green and heavily textured, which means that they will absorb much of the light striking them. That is why I had the couple face away from the trees and toward each other, maximizing how much fill light coming from the ground would strike our subjects (CLE-4). All of these CLE items caught my attention because I knew they would produce a great quality of light.

But the important one here is CLE-6. One of the questions for this circumstantial light element is, “What is the direction of the shadows?” The callout arrows in Figure 6.15 clearly mark the direction of the shadows my clients are casting. All you have to do now is to stand in the same direction as the shadow and shoot toward it. Note that you do not have to stand on or in the shadow itself, just in the same direction. This will place the sun exactly behind your subject. The only type of light illuminating the front of your subjects is fill light. The quality, color, and intensity of that fill light depend upon the various circumstantial light elements. In this case, the CLEs are perfect! For these reasons, this location caught my attention—not because it was pretty, but because the CLEs line up perfectly to create a gorgeous portrait with stunning lighting.

Figure 6.16: When photographing this couple’s engagement session, we had to work fast because the heat was almost unbearable. Using the shadow-direction technique allows you to work quickly and create beautifully lit images. This is another variation—posing my clients in profile instead of toward me. Again, I’m standing in the direction of their shadows, shooting back toward them. The strong sun directly behind them does not cause any hotspots visible from camera view. Furthermore, the ground creates high quality, even fill light. Nothing at all is needed to create photos such as this except a camera and your subjects. Even a smartphone photo would look great using this technique.
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FIGURE 6.15 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/4, 1/640
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FIGURE 6.16 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/2.8, 1/640

Figure 6.17: I wanted to show this last variation to emphasize how important it is to pay attention to the source of fill light in order to take an extraordinary photograph. First, I placed myself in the direction of the shadow to take this photo. This will ensure clean light from the camera angle. The ground contains many CLE properties that are favorable to create superb fill light. The fill light is so strong that it reaches all the way to her face. This allows me to turn her head to either side to show her beauty and elegance. If the fill light were weak, I would have had to rely on walls to bounce fill light toward her face. But in this case, there are no walls. All I have is the ground, so I had better make it count. Posing and lighting go hand in hand. I always adjust the pose based on the light. Look at the image and notice how flattering the light is from head to toe.
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FIGURE 6.17 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/2.8, 1/800

FILL WINDOW LIGHT VERSUS DIRECT WINDOW LIGHT

Figure 6.18: There is no doubt in my mind that being skilled at circumstantial light will be very rewarding to any photographer. Every person who looks at this photo of Dylan always compliments the lighting and asks what lighting equipment I used. The photo was done without any equipment, and this is pretty much out of camera, with the exception of some skin blemish removal. There were many CLEs that caught my attention, but one particular element was the most influential.
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FIGURE 6.18 Camera Settings: ISO 320, f/2.8, 1/3000

[image: ]

If you guessed CLE-7, you would be right. Look at the left wall. That is a great pocket of clean light. Better yet, the light is coming straight through a medium-sized window on the right. This pocket of clean light is probably three to four times brighter than the rest of the wall because the sun’s position is lined up directly with the window (CLE-1). Most of the time, windows only let in fill light, which is rarely powerful enough to create any contrast. But this case was unique, because the light coming through the window was directly from the sun. In other words, if you were to stand by the window and look out, you would be able to see the sun right in front of you. An interior window lined up perfectly with the sun is a rare occurrence.

It’s also what gives this photo its lighting punch. The wall is also smooth and a light cream color; therefore, it also makes a great fill light reflector (CLE-2 and CLE-4). Note that for this example, most of the light is traveling horizontally. It comes from the window on the right, and it bounces back from the wall on the left. Position your subject in the middle of this back-and-forth light path and you obtain results like this. Remember the inverse square law of light. If I had positioned her closer to the window on the right, she would have been illuminated by a much higher intensity of light. This would have caused me to change my exposure to compensate for the extra light. In Chapter 3, do you remember we discussed how the closer the subject is to the light source, the faster the light on the subject will fall off? Now, take a closer look at Dylan’s upper right arm. The light is nice and bright toward her bicep, but a little below the halfway point of her arm the light falls off very quickly, almost into darkness. The only reason you can see her back is because the wall behind her is reflecting fill light toward her. I like this balance very much. In my opinion, the light is bright on her face but very soft on her back. I find this to be very elegant. I could have chosen to position her much closer to the window, but the result would have been a much faster light falloff and the fill light would have had to travel further to reach her back. This would have been more dramatic and less elegant.

Figure 6.19: I thought it would be fun to put in perspective my thought process regarding light and locations at the beginning of my career as a photographer. Both Figures 6.18 and 6.19 are of a beautiful bride posing on a staircase. For Figure 6.19, my thoughts were something like this: “Hey, look at the pretty stairway! I have seen many photographers take a photo of a bride on a stairway. Let’s shoot there. It will be great!” There was absolutely no regard for circumstantial light. I was 100% seduced by the location, and I did not give an iota of thought to the terrible light. Even when I had to increase my camera’s ISO to 3200, I did not think twice about it. Now, in Figure 6.18, it was my knowledge of circumstantial light that allowed me to recognize the amazing photo opportunity at that exact moment on the staircase. It was not the pretty stairwell that caught my attention; it was the light! The results speak for themselves.
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FIGURE 6.19 Camera Settings: ISO 3200, f/4.5, 1/125

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE LIGHTING REFERENCE POINT

Figures 6.20 and 6.21: In Chapter 4, the last CLE asks, “What is the lighting reference point on which you are basing your subject’s lighting?” This CLE is very important to consider in order to achieve a realistic look and feel. When many photographers first learn how to use flashes, they blast light from the flash everywhere. I see this happen even in rooms that are filled with character and mood. Another popular thing to do is to go to the beach at sunset, when the mood is naturally warm and romantic, and blast the couple with the completely artificial white light that comes from a flash, obliterating the mood. This begs the question, where does that illuminating light come from?

CLE-10 addresses this issue. Just because you have a flash doesn’t mean you have to use it. If you do use a flash, at least try to put a CTO (Color Temperature Orange) gel on it to change the white light to a warmer light. The light on your subject should at least somewhat match the lighting present in the area. If it doesn’t, the light will look fake. In this example, I did not have a flash with me, just my camera. My wife, Kim, my good friends Mike and Julie Colon, and I were taking a stroll in Rome. The puddle of water presented a perfect way to showcase the famous Colosseum. But the lighting had to make sense to complete the shot.

This is a street scene at night. The only lights illuminating the area were the building lights, the streetlights, and the vehicle lights. All these light sources had a yellowish tint to them. If I had a flash, I would not have used it because the white artificial-looking light from a flash would have destroyed all the other light at the scene. It simply didn’t make sense. So, I had Mike and Julie pose their feet by the puddle and waited for vehicles to drive by so that their lights would illuminate my subjects’ feet for me. Now the scene is complete and, again, no lighting equipment was used. I think about that lighting reference (CLE-10) every time I plan a photo. CLE-10 requires special attention when taking photos indoors or at sunrise/sunset.
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FIGURE 6.20
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FIGURE 6.21 Camera Settings: ISO 1600, f/4, 1/80

WORKING IN DIRECT SUNLIGHT WITHOUT ANY LIGHT MODIFIERS (SHADOW MANAGEMENT)

Working with direct sunlight on a clear sunny day without any reflectors, diffusers, or flashes seems like it would be a recipe for disaster. The major issue is that direct light casts unflattering shadows on our subjects. As the sun is a relatively small light source due to its distance from earth, the kinds of shadows a small light source produce are always very dark with clearly defined edges. The key to successfully having a great photo shoot when shooting under direct sunlight is shadow management. The high contrast that results from direct sun illuminating your subject can look quite sexy in photos for both men and women, but only if the shadows fall in the right places.

When photographing people in direct sunlight, there will be times when unflattering shadows will be inevitable. A person’s face has many curves and protrusions. The bone over the eye, the nose, the chin, and the cheekbones all cause shadows on the face when illuminated by a small light source. If you have a diffuser, you could simply put it above the subject and diffuse the light to soften it. But if you do not have anything to help you, then you must yield to the sun. Pay close attention to the direction of the sun, and once you find it, you can turn your subject’s face toward it. Since the sun is always above your subject, you must keep raising your subject’s chin until you start to see the distracting shadows disappear.

Figure 6.22: In this image, I did not raise Sydney’s chin or turn her face enough toward the sun. The result is that the eye sockets caused a heavy shadow on her eyes to the point that you can’t even see them. Her nose formed that large, awful shadow that almost reaches her upper lip. Unless you want this messy look, the photo is probably not a winner. So, how do you fix it?
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FIGURE 6.22 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/6.3, 1/800

Figure 6.23: Here, I raised Sydney’s face high enough toward the sun. This is a slow process. When posing this way, ask your subject to turn his/her face toward the sun and bask in the sunlight. As the subject moves, tell him/her to do this slowly, so that you can observe the facial shadows moving and changing. My personal preference is to raise the head high enough toward the sun so that it completely illuminates the eye sockets. In this case, I asked Sydney to close her eyes. This not only looks sexy, but it also keeps her from staring directly at the sun. The sunlight is traveling from above to the right. So I chose to remove all of the shadows from the side of her face closest to the sun. Her right side inevitably had shadows on it, so I asked her to use her right hand to lift up her hair toward the right side of her face to hide the distracting shadows. When working in these conditions, most likely you will have to choose a side to be almost shadow-free. When shooting couples, you can use the other person’s face to block the side of his/her partner that contains the distracting shadows. Then simply expose for the side of the face illuminated directly by the sun, and voila! In this example, the shadow on her neck caused by her chin and jawbone are not distracting, in my opinion, because it falls below her face.
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FIGURE 6.23 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/6.3, 1/640

Figure 6.24: Here is an example of working with a couple under direct sun by myself with no equipment or assistants. For this engagement photo to succeed, I had to create a pose such that the sun would not cause any distracting shadows on my clients’ faces. To be sure of this, I simply had them hug with the woman’s face up toward the sun. Then I asked him to kiss the left side of her face and squeeze her tightly while doing so. This caused both of them to laugh, and when people laugh, they begin to close their eyes. The harder they laugh, the more their eyes will close and the better she can deal with the direct sunlight on her face. Try cracking up as hard as you can without closing your eyes. It will look freaky!

The tilt of the man’s head is just enough to see his face and to have the light evenly illuminate it. His head position is also out of the way of hers. Had I asked him to tilt his head more toward the camera, he would have inadvertently caused unwanted shadows on her face. This is a great example of how posing can and should be strategized to work with circumstantial light. The emotions reflected on their faces, the lighting, and the pose all come together to create a photo that looks candid and beautiful. If you use these three elements right, the photo will look truly great!
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FIGURE 6.24 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/3.5, 1/4000

The Eye-Adjustment-Period Technique

Figures 6.25 and 6.26: I used a quick technique to keep Sydney’s eyes open even though they are looking directly toward the sun. The human eye takes less than half a second to adjust to the light. If you ask your subjects to close their eyes and then quickly open them, you have less than half a second to take your photo before they look away in discomfort. For this technique to work, the photographer must be pre-focused and ready to go. The subjects should know exactly where you are, so that when they open their eyes, they look directly at the lens. The photographer should also ask them to concentrate on keeping their forehead muscles completely relaxed. This will relax not only their foreheads but also most of the facial muscles that tend to tense up in harsh lighting. Note that the eye adjustment period is only an issue when using constant light sources. A strobe’s duration is far too fast for the eye to react to it. Additionally, Sydney has such beautiful green eyes that I was inspired to use that strip of light you see on the ground in the behind-the-scenes shot (Figure 6.25) to specifically highlight her eyes.
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FIGURE 6.25
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FIGURE 6.26 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/6.3, 1/500

Figures 6.27 and 6.28: In this example, I was shooting Rachel for a boudoir session in Houston, TX, at my friend Joe Cogliandro’s studio. As we climbed up the stairs to reach the second floor, I noticed a window illuminated by direct sunlight similar to Figure 6.18. As the window light came in, it left a strong pocket of clean light on the wooden floor (CLE-7). As soon as I noticed that clean pocket of light, I knew this was a photo opportunity that most people would walk by without giving it a second thought. The shadow’s sharp edges tell you that they are being created by a small light source (CLE-6). The contrast between the pocket of light and the non-lit areas is quite high. To take advantage of these bright and dark areas on the floor, I positioned Rachel so that her eye and half her lip would be in the direct path of the strong light and the rest of her face would fall into complete darkness. Once in place, I pre-focused on her eye, asked her to relax her forehead and finally open her eyes. Before her eyelid even finished opening, I was already taking the photo. The sunlight on her eye was so bright that it would have taken no time at all for her eye to adjust and close in discomfort. Her arm was used to frame her face, further drawing the viewer’s attention to where I wanted it. This kind of photo required using the CLEs well and thinking outside of the box. The CLEs give you the chance to see lighting potential in the most unlikely of places. It is up to you to execute your vision.

[image: ]

FIGURE 6.27
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FIGURE 6.28 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/11, 1/320

Figures 6.29–6.31: During Sydney’s photo shoot in Los Angeles, I kept noticing many CLEs in every direction we turned. In the previous photo of Rachel, the pocket of clean light appeared on the floor (CLE-7). In this situation, the clean pocket of light was on a building wall and was surrounded by tree branch shadows, creating a perfect frame. That’s all we needed to get a great shot in an unlikely place and with no equipment. The technique when I have the subject close his/her eyes and then quickly open them was used here as well, since she was looking directly at the light. Notice that her chin is up toward the sun in order to remove distracting shadows caused by her facial features.

A quick note about Figures 6.30 and 6.31. The two photos were taken for fashion purposes and were not portraits. In fashion photography, it is the clothing that matters most, and lighting should emphasize the clothes and not necessarily the model wearing them. This is the reason why, in Figure 6.31, her face is slightly dark but the dress is well lit. Furthermore, the ground that Sydney is standing on is black, which absorbs most of the light (CLE-5). For this reason, her shoes are a bit dark, as well. If the shoes were as important as the dress in a fashion shoot consultation, then I would have had to add light to illuminate her shoes. For portrait photography, of course, you want to make sure that the face is lit perfectly; the clothes are secondary in importance.
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FIGURE 6.29
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FIGURE 6.30 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/10, 1/1000
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FIGURE 6.31 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/10, 1/800

A CLOSER LOOK AT REFLECTION VERSUS ABSORPTION WITH CIRCUMSTANTIAL LIGHT

In Chapter 3, we went over how the color of objects near our subject directly impacts how the light will be absorbed or reflected (review Figure 3.26). Black absorbs the most light, whereas white reflects the most. When using the CLE system during a shoot without any equipment, you should be particularly sensitive to the color of the objects around your subject. To illustrate how much influence the color of objects has on our subjects, turn your attention to the following photographs.

Figure 6.32 and 6.33: I found a black metal fence while walking around with Sydney. I asked her if I could take an unflattering photo of her to demonstrate the color behavior of light. The sun is illuminating the black fence, yet no light seems to be bouncing back to the right side of Sydney’s face. It is not the fence causing this absorption, but the fact that the fence is black. I’ll bet that the fence is extremely hot to the touch, since it is absorbing all that light energy (electromagnetic radiation) and converting it into thermal energy (heat).
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FIGURE 6.32 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/4.5, 1/320
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FIGURE 6.33

The fence color is causing a split-lighting situation in which half of her face is lit well but the other half is three or four times darker. Although split lighting might not always work well for beauty purposes, it can work well for men. It can add a sense of mystery to a man, making the photo more visually appealing. The important thing to remember is that, to a non-photographer, that black fence is just a fence, but to you, a well-trained photographer, that black fence is actually a free light modifier that subtracts light. How cool is that?

Figure 6.34: Just a few feet away from the black metal fence, there was a smooth white wall directly illuminated by the sun. Using the information from Chapter 3 (Figure 3.26), you should know how this smooth white wall can be used. Pay close attention to the left side of Sydney’s face. Her eyes are receiving so much reflected light that they look quite beautiful! Compare this to Figure 6.32; here, the eye closer to the wall is actually brighter than the other eye. It is important to notice and understand the reason for this gorgeous lighting. You never want to rely on luck at photo shoots. The light looks incredibly soft and flattering because the wall is not only white but also huge. Remember the relative size behavior of light in Chapter 3? It is no coincidence that light is striking Sydney from every possible angle. The wall is so big that it is reflecting white light in all directions, striking every inch of her face and preventing unflattering shadows from forming.

Sydney’s arms and clothing are also equally lit by soft light. Recalling the inverse square law of light, we can determine that her face is brighter than her arms because it is closer to the white wall, which is the new light source. The original source of light might have been the sun, but since the reflected light coming from the wall is illuminating her, the wall becomes the light source. There is an explanation for everything. If you understand how light behaves, you can create great images anywhere, with or without equipment.
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FIGURE 6.34 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/9, 1/320

OPEN SHADE DONE THE RIGHT WAY

As a photography educator, I must say there are few things more difficult than convincing photographers that placing your subject in open shade is not always a good thing. Open shade cleans up the light, avoiding harsh direct sunlight, but it can come at a price if you photograph your subject in poor light. The most obvious go-to solution is to crank up the camera’s ISO to compensate for the low quality and quantity of light. I was a victim of the open shade syndrome myself. During my early years, when I met with my clients, the first thing I did was to look for a spot with open shade, again without any regard for the quality of light in the chosen area.

The first thing I noticed was the lack of light in the subject’s eye sockets. They always seemed to be dark, and there were no catchlights in their eyes. See Figure 6.35. Like many people, I tried to remedy this by adding light to their eyes in Photoshop. It looked awful, but at least you could see their eyes. I even went so far as to create fake catchlights in their eyes in Photoshop. Nowadays, I simply get it right in camera. The secret to shooting in open shade is to have a large light source bouncing light right back at it. Clearly, it helps with color issues if the light source is white or is a light color. This light source could be any kind of strobe, a reflector, or, in this case, a white wall.
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FIGURE 6.35 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/2.8, 1/800

The Ideal Open Shade Scenario

Figure 6.36: We discussed this earlier in Chapter 4, but this location represents an ideal open shade scenario, because it contains all the CLEs necessary to give you terrific results. Let’s begin with the direction of light. The sun is the root of the light source, and it is coming from the top left. The wall on the left and the position of the sun are not allowing any rays of light to directly hit the ground. Thus, the ground is in open shade. The wall on the right is white and relatively smooth, which makes it a very effective reflector, and the light will not have any strange colorcasts. The wall on the left has bushes that create a clean pattern of greens and browns, which absorb a good amount of the light striking it.

That is the landscape we are dealing with. Now we must decide on where the optimum place would be to position our subject and ourselves. The inverse square law of light tells us that if we place our subject as close to the light source as possible, they will receive the highest intensity light. It also says that when the subject is close to the light source, the light will fall off faster. If my subject is positioned facing the white wall on the right, then the wall becomes my new light source.
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FIGURE 6.36

Figures 6.37 and 6.38: For demonstration purposes, I first asked Sydney to stand as far from the white wall as possible. As you can see, the size and color of the wall on the right is such an effective reflector that she is receiving fairly high intensity soft light. Although I think the lighting is stunning in this example, two things bother me a bit. Because she is standing so close to the background, there is not enough separation between her and the background in terms of light intensity and selective focus. The inverse square law of light says that if the subject is closer to the light source, the brighter the subject will be, and the light falloff will make the branch-covered wall darken slightly.
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FIGURE 6.37
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FIGURE 6.38 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/3.5, 1/800

Figures 6.39 and 6.40: Next, I asked Sydney to move much closer to the white wall. Look at the difference between the catchlights in her eyes in Figures 6.38 and 6.40. She is glowing! You can also see the effects of the white color of the wall because her skin looks lighter. At this distance, and with an aperture of f/3.5, we have achieved some much-needed separation between Sydney and the wall behind her. To most people, this gorgeous quality of light requires a large studio setup but, in fact, if you rely on your knowledge and not on luck, it’s possible to achieve this look anywhere there is bright sun. Just remember that to be proficient at circumstantial light, you must combine your knowledge of the behavior of light with the circumstantial light elements for every photo you take.
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FIGURE 6.39
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FIGURE 6.40 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/3.5, 1/800


PART THREE

THE LIGHTING BENCHMARK TEST AND HELPER LIGHT
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CHAPTER 7

THE LIGHTING BENCHMARK TEST

I would like to begin by stating that I am particularly passionate about this chapter. The reason for this heightened enthusiasm is that the “lighting benchmark” has had a major impact on my life, turning my passion for photography into a genuine money-making business my family and I can rely on. The lighting benchmark will push you to either find amazing light using circumstantial light elements or create it yourself using helper light, such as reflectors, diffusers, flashes, or strobes.

Unfortunately, many portrait photographers deal with less than ideal light by simply raising the camera’s ISO to compensate for poor lighting. But this is no solution at all. If the light intensity is weak, unflattering, or coming from the wrong direction, raising the ISO will not help. I created the lighting benchmark as a test to quickly determine the quality, quantity, and intensity of light at any given spot during a photo shoot. It took me years of experience and experimentation to develop this test. Here’s how it works.

During a photo shoot, perhaps an outdoor shoot, I scan the environment in search of light that meets or is close to the lighting benchmark by applying my knowledge of circumstantial light. I use the circumstantial light elements (CLEs) to determine where the best light exists and the optimal angle from which to photograph my subjects with the most flattering light. There are times when the lighting benchmark can be achieved naturally based on the elements around you (CLEs), and there are other times when photographic tools are needed to boost, modify, add, or subtract the light in some way to pass the lighting benchmark test. The tools to do this are reflectors, diffusers, flashes, strobes, and constant light sources, such as LED lights or “helper light.” Once the lighting benchmark has been achieved, I find that it gives me a reference point for the caliber of light in the area that will yield great photographic results. It also opens the door to more creative lighting options in addition to the lighting benchmark.

Realize that you should already be familiar with how camera exposures work, what a stop of light is, and the basic relationship between ISO, shutter speed, and aperture. Also, do not treat this lighting benchmark as a lighting rule, because it is not a rule! Photography is an art, and the photographer must create his or her own art. If your lighting vision takes you away from this benchmark, by all means go for it! The lighting benchmark has been a very useful and practical tool for me to measure the quality of light at a specific location, and it has helped me to decide if I need to bring in a reflector, diffuser, or flash to compensate for less than desirable quality of light. It is convenient to have a reference point to determine whether the quality of light is excellent at a specific location, or if the light should be artificially enhanced. This is the major purpose of the lighting benchmark.

Many photos in this book were not taken within the parameters of the lighting benchmark. However, when I am photographing, I keep the benchmark in the forefront of my mind, which helps me to keep the ISO low and thus achieve the best possible image quality. Raising the ISO to levels over 1000 begins to degrade the image, especially if you are doing any sort of postproduction. For the most part, I assume that as a professional photographer, you wish to attain the best image quality possible. Although there are times when a high ISO can give an image a certain mood and feeling that might be desirable, 99% of the time great image quality should be prioritized. Remember that the lighting benchmark is a way of testing the light you are about to shoot in. It helps the photographer to quickly determine whether he or she needs to boost the light somehow. Use the lighting benchmark as an aid, not a rule you must constrain yourself to follow. At the end of the day, you are the artist and you decide what is best for you and your clients at any given time.

ADJUSTING THE LIGHT TO FIT THE CAMERA SETTINGS, INSTEAD OF ADJUSTING THE CAMERA SETTINGS TO FIT THE LIGHT

In today’s camera culture, most photographers like to brag about their camera’s ISO capabilities. Digital cameras can now employ ISOs much higher than 100,000. I think this is great if you have a low-light situation and you must get the job done. Having these ISO capabilities combined with extremely fast lenses is an ideal combination to work with, even in the darkest of environments. If you are a photojournalist documenting a war, you can raise that ISO to whatever you need to achieve a fast enough shutter speed to freeze any action unfolding on the battlefield.

However, although it’s quite nice to have this high ISO technology at our fingertips, I’m not sure ISO 25,000 is useful for fashion, portrait, or wedding photography. For the most part, people want rich and flattering light for their portraits, not low light with high ISO and distracting digital noise. I see high ISO technology in our cameras as a double-edged sword. On one side, it makes it very easy for us to work in any lighting environment, but on the other side, it doesn’t exactly motivate us to discover and work with an amazing quality of light. This is odd, because light is at the core of photography and should be your number one priority.

The Lighting Benchmark Test: The Turning Point in My Career

Early in my career, there were a few years when my business was in serious trouble. My photos looked fine, my personality was pleasant with my clients, I showed up on time to my shoots, and I delivered the printed photos ahead of schedule. But little by little, the phone stopped ringing. This was a very difficult time for my family and me. I couldn’t help but consider looking for a job in corporate America. I felt down on my luck, and the worst part was, I did not understand why. Like everyone else in my position, I blamed the economy, the city I lived in, the people not willing to pay for or value professional photography, etc. The excuses were endless.

The eye-opening moments came to me through a series of phone conversations with prospective clients. The initial meetings were going well, and prospective clients and I seemed to be a perfect match to work together. But a week later, I would get an email from them stating that they really enjoyed meeting me but were going to go with another photographer. After a few of these rejections, I began to call them and ask them what triggered their decision to go with someone else. I never argued with them or became defensive; I simply listened to their responses, then thanked them for their time. The main reason they didn’t choose to work with me was that they found another photographer who offered them more time and prints for less money.

In order to survive, I reacted to this information by lowering my prices and offering more of my time. This strategy created a downward spiral to the point that I was making much less money but was working harder than ever! There was no respect for the work I did. To my clients, I was nothing more than their hired photographer who took photos, and that was that. I grew bitter and angry that I was unappreciated and that I was working long hours for pennies. Photography was no longer enjoyable.

Then I realized something: photography can simply be a commodity, or it can be an artistic and stylistic decision that clients make. When your work looks fine but similar to everyone else’s work, clients will base their decision on price. But when your work has undeniable quality, artistic expression, and style, people will do whatever it takes to hire you. In the client’s mind, you become an artist who they need and respect versus someone who just takes photos. I became determined to become the artist people desired, not the hired-help photographer.

My first move was to review the portraits and wedding photos that I had taken in the previous two or three years. I noticed that I chose locations to shoot based on what was “pretty”—the pretty building, the pretty park, the pretty fountain, the pretty ocean, etc. Never did I consider looking for amazing light. Why? Because I could go to any location, and if the light quality was poor, I could just increase my camera’s ISO to make it work. That point of view was my downfall. I was constantly seduced by the locations, not by the light. In fact, thinking about quality of light had not even entered my head.

Out of frustration, I became obsessed with improving the quality of light in my photography. I noticed that when shooting at a place where great quality and intensity of light existed, high ISOs such as 1600 and 3200 were no longer needed. I could take a photo with a fast enough shutter speed to freeze the action at ISO 100. I began to look for locations based on their quality of light. This decision kept my ISO low. I did not need the higher ISO sensitivity, since I was shooting with beautiful light. From then on, I began to keep my camera settings fixed and to locate light that fit my camera settings.

Now the only way to obtain a good exposure on my clients’ faces was to find a place with great quality of light. It is counterintuitive to keep your camera settings locked and find the light that fits those settings. Common practice would be to go anywhere and change the camera settings to get the exposure right, regardless of the quality of light. But taking that path made me lazy about finding great light, and worse, it made my work look similar to everyone else’s work. Thereafter, I began to experiment with different settings that would yield the very best results with the most flattering light for portraiture. A few years later, I developed the lighting benchmark.

LIGHTING BENCHMARK CHART
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UNDERSTANDING THE LIGHTING BENCHMARK CHART

At first, the Lighting Benchmark Chart may look daunting, but it is actually really simple and easy to remember. Please note that these three charts are designed to be used for portrait purposes, not photojournalism. The charts are basically broken down into three different parts, with each part representing a common lighting shooting condition. The charts were designed to be used under bright conditions, usually from two hours after sunrise until two hours before sunset. At any other times, the ambient light is far too weak. The numbers represent the ideal camera settings for each lighting condition. The three parts are:

Benchmark for Outdoor Strong Sunny Conditions: This lighting benchmark is to be used when conducting a shoot in strong sunlight and your subject is standing exposed to direct sunlight. Early morning hours or late afternoon hours do not constitute strong sunlight conditions. Note that when photographing a subject’s face with direct sunlight, most likely your shutter speed will be much faster than 1/500 to obtain a correct exposure. However, doing so limits the amount of poses or creative angles you can choose. For example, when photographing a woman under direct sunlight, having her turn her chin up toward the sun is pretty much the only option that will minimize unflattering shadows on her face. Furthermore, no one can handle staring right into the sun for more than a small fraction of a second, so closing or almost closing their eyes are your main two options in direct sunlight. However, by finding a way to soften the strong sunlight—with a diffuser, for example—or have the subject turn so that the sun is directly behind their head, you will have more posing options.

Benchmark for Bright Overcast Conditions: This lighting benchmark is to be used when the sky is overcast or your subject is positioned in open shade. When shooting outdoors, this is my most useful benchmark. For example, if you are photographing outdoors on city streets and your subject is standing within the cover of a building’s shade, then you use this benchmark. Anytime your subject is positioned in any kind of shade cast by any object in your surroundings, you use this benchmark. Note that the only difference between the first benchmark and this one is that the ISO for the overcast/open shade benchmark is ISO 400 instead of ISO 100 for shooting in strong conditions exposed to the sun.

Benchmark for Indoor Strong Sunny Conditions: This benchmark is to be used when shooting with window light or anytime the shoot occurs indoors. Again, the only difference between the indoor benchmark and the overcast benchmark is that the ISO jumps from ISO 400 to ISO 800 for indoor situations. Everything else remains the same.

The blue numbers on each benchmark chart represent easy-to-remember camera settings on which to base your lighting. For example, in the outdoor strong sunny conditions benchmark, the base settings are ISO 100, f/4, 1/500. I chose aperture f/4 as the base to remember because most photographers running a business have lenses that can reach aperture f/4, but not everyone has lenses that can reach aperture f/2.8 or even lower. The other camera settings to the left and right of the blue column are simply variations that will yield an equivalent exposure but at different aperture choices that are common in portrait photography. For example, if you are photographing a high school senior, you might choose an aperture of f/2.8 to isolate the subject from the background. If using the first chart (outdoor strong sunlight conditions), your settings will simply be ISO 100, f/2.8, 1/1000. Using the blue column as a starting point, you change the aperture from f/4 to f/2.8. That is increasing the amount of light by one stop. Therefore, to compensate for the larger aperture, we must increase the shutter speed from 1/500 to 1/1000. That’s it! If you were to change the aperture to f/2, then that would be a difference of two stops of light from the blue column. That would mean that your shutter speed would have to compensate for two stops of light, which would be 1/2000.

All three small charts are based on full stops to make it easy to remember. The way I recommend that you remember these charts is by just memorizing one of them. For instance, all I have clearly memorized is the blue column in the outdoor strong sunny conditions benchmark. The numbers in the blue column are simple: ISO 100, f/4, 1/500. From there, I know that if my subjects stand in shade, I simply change the ISO to 400 and keep everything else the same. Similarly, if my subjects are indoors—for example, inside a hotel room—I would change my ISO to 800 and keep everything else the same. The three condition charts don’t change except that the ISO changes from 100 to 400 to 800. The rest of the columns are nothing more than identical exposures, based on the blue column, at different apertures and shutter speeds.

Acceptable Shutter Speed

The fourth row of each benchmark is the “acceptable shutter speed,” labeled in red. To reach the ideal benchmark, quite a bit of soft light is required. I personally do my best to find a place to photograph my clients where the ideal benchmark can be reached. However, sometimes you just have to take the photo. I consider a variance of one stop more light or one stop less light from the ideal shutter speed to be acceptable.

If the ideal baseline is ISO 100, f/4, 1/500, then of course I consider the light to have passed the test. If the shutter speed varies by one stop less light (1/250) or one stop more light (1/1000), I would still be able to achieve a proper exposure on my client’s face. On location, you will find it much easier to find light at the acceptable shutter speed settings rather than the ideal settings. However, if I choose a location to shoot my subjects and the light is so weak that my settings for a proper exposure on their faces are ISO 100, f/4, 1/125 (two stops below the ideal benchmark), or even worse, 1/60 (three stops below the ideal benchmark), I simply won’t shoot there and will politely ask my clients to move someplace else. If my clients ask me to shoot in that location because it is important to them, then I bring in helper light (flashes, reflectors, diffusers) in order to bring the light up to the ideal benchmark. Naturally, you would have to increase the relative size of the flash in order to create soft light on your subjects.

But what if there is too much light? Let’s discuss the opposite scenario. In a location where there is more light than the acceptable lighting benchmark parameters specify, you are most likely shooting in direct sunlight with no diffusion. If your subject’s face is lit by strong and direct sunlight, it will cause harsh shadows to appear due to the fact that the sun, without any diffusion, is a very small light source. The only way to control the resulting unflattering shadows would be to alter the pose to the light and expose for the brightest point in the frame. See Figures 6.23 and 6.24 from the previous chapter. This can be achieved by raising the subject’s chin toward the sun or photographing only one side of the subject’s face, then tweaking the pose until the shadows either disappear, are minimized, or are no longer distracting. But know that when direct sunlight is diffused, the resulting light will be within the lighting benchmark parameters.

The other situation when it would be okay to shoot at the acceptable shutter speed (which is one stop more or less light than the ideal benchmark) is when my client’s eyes are too sensitive to light. For example, when shooting headshots, I might be better off at the acceptable settings of ISO 100, f/4, 1/250 in order to keep the subject’s eyes wide open. This is important for headshots, since nobody wants a headshot with squinty eyes or where the subject looks as though they are in pain.

LIGHTING BENCHMARK SCENARIOS

Remember, the lighting benchmark is more of a lighting test. I use it to determine whether the ideal baseline exists naturally by the way the sunlight bounces off buildings, the ground, or any other object at the scene. As soon as I set foot outside for a photo shoot, I use the circumstantial light elements previously discussed to find the best light around me. If I find a spot that looks promising, I take a test photo to determine whether the light passes the benchmark test or not. For example, if I see a place in open shade that has a great deal of light illuminating it from other sources bouncing light into the open shade area, I will pose my assistant or my subject to take a quick test photo at ISO 400, f/4, 1/500. I use ISO 400 because I’m shooting my subjects in open shade. If the exposure looks good on the subject’s face at those settings, the light has passed the test. But if the exposure is too dark at those settings, I must do one of the following three things:


	Move my subject to a different place with better light.

	Adjust the pose to place more of the surrounding fill light on the face.

	Rotate the subject toward the brightest area in front of them to possibly place more light on the face.



If all this fails, or my clients want me to shoot at that specific location because it’s important to them or they just love that spot, then I bring in helper light to boost the weak light in that area. With some experience, boosting the light with helper light will take less than a minute. Trust me, it’s worth the extra effort. Just to remind you, helper light comes from flashes, reflectors, diffusers, video lights, or a portable strobe, if you have one. Of course, helper light must be modified in order to produce flattering results. For example, a flash should be modified to increase its relative size to produce softer light.

Note that I don’t change my camera settings when I bring in helper light; I boost the light instead to fit my camera settings, which are locked in. I am aware this is counterintuitive to most people, but try it. It will completely change the way you see light. If anything, try practicing this way with friends. Let’s use my trusted mannequin, named Paco, to look at some examples of how you can practice working with the lighting benchmark.

Failing the Lighting Benchmark Test

Figure 7.1: The very first thing you should consider when choosing a place to position your subjects is the list of circumstantial light elements (CLEs). For example, CLE-3 asks, “Do you see backgrounds that are clean and free of distracting objects, have similar color elements (such as browns or greens), or that contain a pattern?” In this case, the answer would be yes. That cream-colored garage door is painted just one color, making it a clean and non-distracting background for your subject.
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FIGURE 7.1 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/4, 1/250

Figure 7.2: Next, we set our camera settings to the ideal benchmark. This area is under open shade, which means we use the open shade or overcast skies chart to test the lighting at this spot. The camera settings will always be set at our starting point (see the blue column on the chart). This is ISO 400, f/4, 1/500. Take a test shot. How does the exposure look? Do you have a proper exposure on your subject’s face? In this case, clearly we do not. The exposure is far too dark at these settings. This tells you that the circumstantial light elements here are not working in your favor. The objects in this area and the sunlight are not aligned to create great bounce light here.

Figure 7.3: Next, we take a second test shot with the “acceptable shutter speed of 1/250.” As you can see, even at 1/250 the photo still looks dark. Pay particular attention to the subject’s eyes. You can see how much darker Paco’s eye sockets are compared to his forehead. As portrait photographers, we care about the eyes, not the forehead. So we should focus our attention on how well the eye sockets are exposed. This area fails the lighting benchmark test.
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FIGURE 7.2 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/4, 1/500
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FIGURE 7.3 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/4, 1/250

Figure 7.4: Ask yourself, “Why did this place fail the test?” You must go through the mental exercises to troubleshoot the location. Knowing specifically why something fails is even more important for your growth than knowing why something succeeds. Figure 7.4 contains all the information you need to determine why this location failed. Use the circumstantial light elements introduced in Chapter 4 to investigate.

The main reason why this location failed is because Paco is positioned in a place where there are no objects, walls, etc. that are being directly illuminated by the sun. Therefore, the possibility of bounce light does not exist. There is open shade everywhere around him. Even the buildings in front of him are also in open shade. The reason why Paco’s forehead is much brighter than his eyes is because, in this situation, most of the light is traveling vertically from the sky down to the ground. There is not enough light traveling horizontally or bouncing off a nearby building or object toward his eyes. Furthermore, CLE-5 asks, “What is the color, material, and texture of the ground your subject is standing on?” The answer here is black tar, which is not exactly a great reflector. The light in open shade is weak to begin with, and now the light is weakened even more by the dark ground, which absorbs light instead of reflecting it.
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FIGURE 7.4

Passing the Lighting Benchmark Test

Figure 7.5: Here is another promising location. The wall behind Paco is smooth, clean, and painted a single color. According to CLE-3, this makes a perfect backdrop for a portrait. We can position Paco there and see if this location passes the lighting benchmark test.
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FIGURE 7.5

Figure 7.6: Again we are in open shade, so we must use the open shade benchmark of ISO 400 to test this spot. The camera settings are ISO 400, f/4, 1/500. The test shot reveals that both of our criteria are met. First, the exposure is spot on, and second, Paco’s forehead and his eye sockets are evenly exposed relative to each other. This tells you that Paco is receiving a great deal of horizontal light illuminating his eyes.
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FIGURE 7.6 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/4, 1/500

Figure 7.7: Why did this location pass the lighting benchmark test? If we take a closer look at the circumstantial light elements in this scene, we can easily determine why this area is a success. The most influential CLE here is CLE-2, which asks, “Is there a relatively flat object being illuminated directly by the main light source in close proximity to the subject?” The answer here is a definite yes! Next, CLE-4 asks about the properties of the objects around our subject. There is a huge wall directly in front of Paco. The size of the wall increases the relative size of the original light source, which is the sun. Now we know we have soft light coming from that wall. The wall is white and smooth, which makes it a very effective reflector. CLE-5 asks about the ground characteristics. Well, the driveway is a lighter color than the road, which is almost black. The driveway is also smooth. This means that a good amount of the light striking the ground is reflecting back up, further enhancing the light on our subject.

So what did we learn from this? The main difference between this location and the one in Figure 7.2 is that we used the CLEs here in a much more effective way to achieve a beautiful exposure with our camera’s locked settings of ISO 400, f/4, 1/500. The large white building wall, directly illuminated by the sun, created enough bounce light to make all the difference. Therefore, this location passes the lighting benchmark test with flying colors. For me, the really mind-boggling thing is that these two locations are only a few yards away from each other—less than a 20-second walk. Who wouldn’t want to take the extra effort to look around and find a nearby spot that has so much better light?
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FIGURE 7.7

Rotating the Subject’s Head Toward the Brightest Circumstantial Light Element in the Scene

Figure 7.8: Study this scene for a minute and notice the callouts. Paco is positioned under the cover of open shade on the left side of the frame. In front of him, there is a building directly lit by the sun to his left, and a building covered in shade to his right. I also positioned Paco here because there is a clean, non-distracting wall behind him that could make a good backdrop (CLE-3). My question would be, “If Paco is too far from the shadow line area (CLE-6), where is the brightest spot in front of him to produce a proper exposure on his face?”
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FIGURE 7.8

Figure 7.9: First, I placed Paco facing the shaded garage doors across the alleyway from him. At the very least, this will result in a minimum improvement in bounced light, because if Paco is facing the yellow Jeep area, no light at all will be bounced toward him. Despite being shaded, the garage doors are large, flat, and white (CLE-4). These attributes make these doors far more effective at bouncing light back into his face.
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FIGURE 7.9

Figure 7.10: I set the exposure to ISO 400, f/4, 1/500 because he is in open shade. The test photo looks good, but not great. In most cases, this would be fine. However, in this case, improving the exposure significantly would take no effort at all, as you will see in the following example.
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FIGURE 7.10 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/4, 1/500

Figure 7.11: All that was needed to improve the exposure at the benchmark settings of ISO 400, f/4, 1/500 was simply to take a second to pay attention to the circumstantial light elements around the subject before rushing to push the shutter button. CLE-2 asks, “Is there a relatively flat object being illuminated directly by the main light source, as determined by CLE-1, in close proximity to the subject?” Clearly the answer here is yes. To Paco’s left, there is a large building with flat white walls that are directly illuminated by the sun. That continuous bright wall, in combination with a small pose adjustment, is all you need to quickly improve the exposure without having to change the camera settings. By rotating Paco toward the sunlit building, he receives much more of the fill light reflected from the building onto his face.
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FIGURE 7.11

Figure 7.12: At the exact same settings as Figure 7.10, the exposure on Paco has been greatly improved by just two minor adjustments—where he is facing and my shooting position. These adjustments harnessed the fill light possibilities that existed in that environment. Paying attention to the small details can make a big difference. Note that in this case, no helper light was needed to improve the exposure. The circumstantial light elements in the scene took care of it. Although Paco was at least 20 feet from the sunlit building, the intensity of light hitting that building was strong enough to reflect light all the way back to Paco. Keep in mind that if you cannot move your subjects, you can rotate them toward the brightest spot at the scene.
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FIGURE 7.12 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/4, 1/500

Moving the Subject Toward Higher Intensity Light to Achieve the Lighting Benchmark

Figure 7.13: In most cases, outdoor locations have pockets of varying qualities of light. Our goal as portrait photographers is to spot the best existing light quickly. Working with the best quality of light increases the robustness of the photographic file and illuminates your subject with the most flattering light available. In this example, I found a room outdoors with one side exposed to the outside light. CLE-8 asks, “Are there areas where there is any type of ceiling that casts open shade, or a ceiling with three walls leaving one side open to the outside, such as an outdoor garage?” Well, this is a garage so it’s perfect. In situations like this, most of the light is traveling horizontally from the outside into the garage. The room’s ceiling blocks the light coming from the sun. Illuminating a subject with strong horizontal light such as this results in a portrait with exceedingly flattering light. At first, I positioned Paco close to the back wall. To test the light at this spot, I set my camera to ISO 400, f/4, 1/500 because Paco is standing in open shade.
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FIGURE 7.13

Figure 7.14: The result of the test photo falls short. Although it appeared promising, the light had to travel too far from the entrance of the garage door to the back wall. The resulting exposure at our locked settings is very dark. Naturally, you are probably asking yourself, “Why not just raise the ISO to improve the exposure?” Well, that goes against everything we are trying to do here. The point of the lighting benchmark is to train ourselves to make the extra effort to find the best possible light.

Figure 7.15: The next spot we will test is in the middle of the garage. With our knowledge of the inverse square law of light, we know that the closer your subject is to the light source, the higher the intensity of light will be. This means that positioning Paco in the middle of the garage puts him closer to the light source. But the highest intensity of light occurs by standing as close as possible to the light source. Well, the middle of the garage is certainly not the closest we can get to the light, so let’s take a test shot to see how much the exposure improved.
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FIGURE 7.14 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/4, 1/500
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FIGURE 7.15

Figure 7.16: Without changing the camera settings from our open shade benchmark, we see that the exposure improved, but not by very much. We expected that, because the inverse square law of light tells us that the intensity of light falloff does not change much being so far away from the light source. Refer back to the inverse square law of light chart in Chapter 3. You will see how, at this distance, the light intensity changes only by a few percentage points compared to Paco’s previous position, which is not enough to make a real difference. Conclusion: at this spot, the test photo fails to produce a good exposure on the subject.
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FIGURE 7.16 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/4, 1/500

Figure 7.17: Finally, we move Paco much closer to the light source. At this distance, the inverse square law of light tells us that Paco will be receiving a much higher intensity of light compared to when Paco was in the middle of the garage. Again, we set our camera to ISO 400, f/4, 1/500 to take a test shot in open shade.

Figure 7.18: Success! By taking the extra five seconds to move our subject to better light, we have achieved the lighting benchmark for open shade. This would be the ideal location to photograph your real subject with the most flattering light. From this spot, you can change your shooting angle to create short light, broad light, flat light, split light, or any other creative lighting you can think of.

Notice how by understanding the way light behaves (covered in Chapter 3), we can use this knowledge to quickly find the best pockets of light available. Better yet, we did not have to use any helper light to achieve the open shade lighting benchmark. If you are on a photo shoot by yourself, using the CLEs to achieve the lighting benchmark is ideal. In the next chapter, we will explore how to use helper light to give weak light the boost it needs to achieve the lighting benchmark.
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FIGURE 7.17
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FIGURE 7.18 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/4, 1/500


[image: ]

CHAPTER 8

HELPER LIGHT: REFLECTOR TECHNIQUES

Just like any other seemingly basic tool, a reflector at first appears to be pretty self-explanatory. It allows the photographer to redirect light where he or she wants it to go. Reflectors are most commonly used to add light to a subject’s position, as needed. Over the years, however, I have learned that there are effective tricks you can use to get the most out of your reflector.

Light from the sun travels vertically from the sky down to the ground, and the reflector can redirect the light’s trajectory to a horizontal path from left to right. Your subject will then be illuminated by horizontal light, enabling the light to fill in all the dark areas that vertical sunlight cannot reach, such as facial bone structure. Probably the biggest challenge that comes with using vertical light is how to illuminate someone’s eye sockets. The bone just above the eye and beneath the eyebrow that creates a dark shadow when lit from above is called the supraorbital arch. To illuminate eyes, light must travel horizontally to directly enter the eye socket. The nose is another problematic feature that can cause distracting shadows.

Reflectors can place light where you want it to reduce those unwanted shadows. Although reflectors are made of nothing more than a reflective material, they must be used with care. Think of their use like salting your food. A little salt can awaken your taste buds and make your food taste so much better, but if you add too much salt, a perfectly wonderful dish becomes inedible.

NOT ALL REFLECTORS ARE EQUAL

If you take a trip to the camera store, you might be overwhelmed by the numerous choices of reflector options. Every manufacturer wants a piece of the pie—all photographers need a reflector—and therefore manufacturers have developed every possible permutation of reflector we could possibly want. In my opinion, having a high-quality reflector is extremely important. I have purchased many cheap reflectors in my years, and they were awful.

There are too many reflector features to mention, so I’ll discuss just the most important ones to look for. Most reflectors are either circular or square with rounded corners, and they come in silver, gold, white, black, zebra (gold and silver), zebra (white and silver), and many other color combinations. In order to be a high-quality reflector, when it is expanded the reflective material should have no creases or folds, and it should not be loose in any way. If any of these defects are present, the light will be reflected in unpredictable directions. In my opinion, the best reflectors at the time of this writing are California Sunbounce reflectors. They are very expensive, but they’re worth the money. Other great manufacturers are Westcott and Profoto. The Profoto reflectors are collapsible and have handles, which makes them very practical. Westcott makes the Omega reflector, which is a 10-in-1 reflector. The Omega reflector also comes with a convenient suction cup, which can be used when diffusing direct sunlight coming through a window. I own many different sizes of reflectors and diffusers, but if I had to choose one size, I would buy one that is larger than 40 inches but smaller than 52 inches in diameter. This size range is the most practical for portraiture. It is large enough to soften the light yet small enough to transport easily.

DIRECT REFLECTION VERSUS DIFFUSED REFLECTION

A reflector is most likely the first light modifier a photographer buys when starting a career in photography. We all know it reflects light, but what may not be so obvious is how to use a reflector so that your subject remains comfortable as a recipient of that strong reflected light that is synonymous with reflectors. There are two major techniques when using a reflector: direct reflection and diffused reflection.

Direct Reflection

A direct reflection occurs when the silver, gold, or zebra (silver and gold) side of the reflector is used to illuminate the subject. These materials are designed to reflect all the light that strikes the reflector back toward your subject with much the same behavior and intensity as a mirror, which is the ultimate direct reflection tool. The material is so reflective that when it is directed straight toward the subject, it is almost as if you are throwing the full power of the sun’s rays into their eyes. This is a risky and uncomfortable move for subjects, because the human eye cannot handle that kind of light intensity.

Diffused Reflection

A diffused reflection occurs when some of the light rays that strike the reflector are absorbed by the less shiny, white fabric. The result is a softer, diffused light on the subjects.

As with everything else in photography, you are free to do as you see fit, but in my opinion the best way to use a reflector is to do one of the following with it:


	Give a decent quality of light a boost, usually within one stop of light

	Enhance the light in your subject’s eyes to give them catchlights

	Redirect extra light toward a specific location



I always recommend that you pose the subject in decent light to begin with, then use the reflector to add some oomph to the light. While anything is possible in photography, I personally do not recommend using a reflector as a substitute for bad light.

DIRECT REFLECTION TECHNIQUES

There are times when it is desirable to use the full power a reflector can provide. It can be used to separate your subject from the background (Figure 8.1). If there is no wall behind the subject, it can make the background much darker (Figure 8.2). However, there are compromises that must be made for reflecting that much continuous light into a subject’s eyes.
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FIGURE 8.1
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FIGURE 8.2

Time the Eyes

I find that when people use a reflector as a direct reflection tool, the extreme intensity of the reflected light means that it will most likely become the dominant or main light source. This could produce an unbearable intensity of light in the subject’s eyes. Naturally, if you pose the subject with his or her eyes closed, or if you are illuminating the side of the face away from the eyes, this direct reflection technique could work. But here is an approach that works quite well when done correctly.

As discussed in Chapter 7, when someone’s eyes are closed, it takes the average person a little less than half of a second to react to brightness when opening their eyes. Asking a person to look at something as bright as intense sunlight from a reflector will cause immediate eye strain, forcing your subject to turn away in extreme discomfort. When clients look into a reflector that bright, they will quickly lose their patience as well as their willingness to cooperate with you. The solution is to take advantage of the half second it takes the retina to adjust to bright light. Let’s look at an example.

Figure 8.3: The first thing to notice here is that model Jacquelyn is positioned at a location with decent light. But the lighting is flat; the light intensity on the wall behind her is the same as the light intensity illuminating her. To give this flat light some punch, we must increase the intensity of light on the subject so that she will be at least slightly brighter than the background. I find most photographers do not notice a problem when the light intensities between the subject and the background match. Those who do notice the issue don’t think it is worth the trouble to fix because they convince themselves that it can be adjusted in Photoshop. Let’s see what happens when we decide to fix it in camera by bringing in a reflector using the silver side to create a direct reflection.
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FIGURE 8.3

Figure 8.4: Using the silver side of a reflector to reflect the sun toward our subject is obviously a direct reflection. This means that the subject should be posed with her eyes closed so that she remains comfortable. Remove the reflector for a moment and ask your subject to look at a specific spot. Once she has that point of reference, ask her to close her eyes. Position the reflector to reflect as much light as possible toward your subject. Count to three and have her open her eyes as quickly as possible for just half a second, then immediately close them. Your job is to push the shutter exactly when her eyes are open.
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FIGURE 8.4

Figure 8.5: The results speak for themselves. Using this direct reflection technique to add some hot sauce to the otherwise flat light took this image to a different level. This photo looks dynamic and alive, whereas the light without the direct reflection was flat and boring. When using this technique, be sure to keep track of the shadows caused by the strong directional light on your subject’s face. Adjust the pose accordingly to keep unwanted shadows away from the face.

You might be able to increase the exposure in Photoshop, but creating natural catchlights in your subject’s eyes, such as in this example, would be a much more difficult challenge. Taking a minute to adjust the light and improve the image in camera also saves you countless hours of editing.

[image: ]

FIGURE 8.5

Increase the Distance to Soften the Effects of Direct Reflection

We already know that if we use the silver, gold, or zebra sides of a reflector, the results can be dazzling. However, we also know that light loses intensity as it travels, so we can take advantage of that behavior during photo shoots.

Figure 8.6: A direct reflection this intense should be used sparingly. You could use the eye-timing technique described earlier, but even then you would only be able to take a couple of photographs. If you look closely at Paco, you can recognize the inverse square law in action. Notice how bright Paco’s face is, but then it goes into shadow almost immediately. Remember that when the subject is close to the light source, the light intensity is at its highest, and the light falloff will happen quickly. If you want the light to not fall off so quickly, then you must move the subject further away from the light source. If you are confused about this last statement, review the inverse square law of light in Chapter 3. Even though the sun is the original light source, the reflector is now the actual light source since it is the light bouncing from the reflector that is illuminating the subject.
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FIGURE 8.6

Figure 8.7: For this example, I kept the camera settings the same as for Figure 8.6 so you can compare the difference that occurs between brightness levels by adjusting only the distance. Standing a good 20–30 feet away from the subject, the strong sunlight bouncing from the silver reflector has to travel quite a distance to reach Paco. By the time it reaches him, the light is much softer, but it still gives the existing light a nice pop to separate our subject from the background. Naturally, you would adjust the exposure accordingly during a real photo shoot. The lesson here is that if you must use a silver, gold, or zebra reflector, you can use distance to your advantage to make the light pop but also be more manageable for your subjects. If you need to increase the exposure on your subjects by one stop or less, this is a great technique.
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FIGURE 8.7

Concave Versus Convex Bending Techniques

Figure 8.8: When using the side of the reflector that produces direct reflection, you can bend the reflector into either a convex or a concave shape. This will disperse the light rays in several directions and create a softer effect, even when using the silver or zebra side of a reflector. Leaving the reflector flat will sometimes throw much too much light onto your subjects. Bending the reflector is an effective solution that lowers the intensity of the light but still allows you to keep the reflector close to your subjects. Looking at Figure 8.8, the convex curve will throw light rays from the ground back up to the sky, with many of the light rays missing your subject. This method produces a softer result. Alternatively, for a little extra kick, you can use the concave method. The concave curve causes many more rays of light to strike your subject. Nevertheless, it will be much softer than holding the reflector flat.
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FIGURE 8.8

Figure 8.9: This is an example of a concave reflector bending technique. Turn your attention to Paco. He is brighter than the background, but it is certainly not overkill. Compare this example with Figure 8.6 when the reflector was kept straight.

Figure 8.10: This is an example of a convex reflector bending technique. I kept the camera settings the same as for Figure 8.9 so you can see how the light intensity changed by bending the reflector into a convex shape. As you can see, Paco has lost almost half of the light intensity that he was receiving with the concave method.

Figure 8.11: This example illustrates a horizontal orientation of the convex method. By shifting the orientation from vertical to horizontal, more of the reflector’s surface area will direct light rays toward your subject. As you can see, almost twice as much light reaches Paco than when the reflector is held in a vertical orientation in Figure 8.10. The camera settings were kept the same for Figures 8.9–8.11. This makes it much easier to focus only on the effects of the various reflector techniques.
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FIGURE 8.9

[image: ]

FIGURE 8.10
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FIGURE 8.11

DIFFUSED REFLECTION TECHNIQUES

Now let’s move on to a much more practical approach. Generally speaking, if you choose to position your subjects in relatively good light, you should be at or close to the lighting benchmark discussed in the previous chapter. Most likely, you will be within one stop of light in order to reach the lighting benchmark. A diffused reflection will not be nearly as powerful as a direct reflection, but it can still provide enough “hot sauce” to the light to make your subjects pop from the background. Giving your subjects a touch more light than the background they are standing in front of will greatly improve the look of your portrait photography.

Use the White Side of the Reflector at Close Proximity

When buying a reflector, make sure you buy one that has a white side. The white side of the reflector gives you a diffused reflection because the material is not as reflective or smooth as the silver or gold material. Let’s take a look.

Figure 8.12: If you must stand close to the subject to pick up sunlight, use the white side of the reflector. It provides a soft, elegant look even though the reflector is in close proximity. The white side is also much more manageable for your subjects; they can keep their eyes open for longer than the half second we discussed with direct reflections. The white side of the reflector is efficacious for headshots when you need to have the subject’s eyes wide open.

I use the white side of the reflector for the majority of my photo shoots. In this example, the reflector used is white on one side and gold on the other. Notice how gradual the change is from the lighter side of her face to the darker side. It is a very smooth and natural transition.
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FIGURE 8.12

Modify Your Reflector to Produce Diffused Reflection

There may be times when you find yourself in the middle of a shoot and you need a white reflector, but you left it behind; all you have is a regular silver, gold, or zebra reflector. At times like this, there is a quick solution. All you have to do is modify the reflective material somehow so that some of the light is absorbed. This can be done by placing white pillowcases, a white blanket, or even paper towels over the reflector and securing that material in place. It won’t look pretty, but it will get the job done in a pinch.

Figure 8.13: Reflector used without any modification toward subject.

Figure 8.14: The results are glaring and unflattering.

Figure 8.15: I placed a white sheet over the reflector and used mini clamps to hold it in place. The sheet will absorb much of the light but reflect enough to give the subject a nice pop without overwhelming her with light.

Figure 8.16: This is the result of modifying the reflector with the white fabric. The portrait of Margot looks much more pleasing to the eye. She is more comfortable, and the lighting is very flattering.

[image: ]

FIGURE 8.13
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FIGURE 8.14
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FIGURE 8.15
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FIGURE 8.16

ADVANCED REFLECTOR TECHNIQUES FOR PORTRAITURE

Advanced use of a reflector requires a very gentle and efficient approach. For example, when photographing headshots or clean portraits such as with high school seniors, I like to see results from my reflector that accomplish three main goals:


	Give my subject a clear but gentle separation from the background.

	No hotspots on the face.

	Eye sockets are clearly illuminated, with catchlights in the eyes and no signs of discomfort.



These three goals require quite a bit of finesse in reflector use techniques. We must understand the difference between reflecting light toward the sun and reflecting light away from the sun. The two couldn’t be more different. Let’s take a look.

Reflecting Light Toward the Sun

Figure 8.17: This diagram represents a common situation during photo shoots. The quickest way to see what is happening here is that the reflector is pointed toward the sun. You can easily tell by looking at the direction of the shadows on the ground. Notice in the diagram that the reflector is perfectly directed toward the subject’s shadow. This will usually result in a very harsh light on your subject. Figure 8.14 was photographed this way. If you must point your reflector toward your subject’s shadow, use the white reflector. This will tone down the negative reflective effects. I usually try to avoid this scenario, but if I must shoot under these circumstances, I’ll be ready by using the techniques discussed earlier.
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FIGURE 8.17 Reflecting light toward the sun

Reflecting Light Away from the Sun

Figure 8.18: This diagram illustrates a situation that usually yields quality results. I use this technique almost every time I need to use a reflector to boost the light or to accomplish the three goals listed earlier. If you don’t have a ton of expensive equipment and you are asked to do headshots, this technique could be a lifesaver.

First, you must find the direction in which the objects around you are casting a shadow. This serves as your reference point. Then, place your subject under open shade as close as possible to the shadow line (CLE-6), which means completely under open shade but also as close to the light as possible. Finally, the key to this technique is to find open shade in a different direction from the shadows cast by the objects around you that are illuminated by the sun. In this diagram, the sun is coming from the left, but the subject is to the right. This means that the reflector is pointed away from the sun. In this case, it is pointed toward the right. You must then manipulate the reflector in such a way that you feather the light toward the subject carefully. If you do it correctly, a small piece of the reflector will pick up the sun’s direct rays, but the rest will be more fill light. This is what gives the subject such a soft, light look. It takes some practice to manipulate the reflector, but it is very easy to accomplish once you know what you are looking for. Here are a few examples of this technique, shown in a progression.
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FIGURE 8.18 Reflecting light away from the sun

Figure 8.19: We begin by building the lighting up to the point at which our subject has a beautiful and natural glow. This photo shows a very common look among photographers. The photo looks fine, but the subject’s eyes are lifeless. When a client, such as Lindsay here, asks me to create her headshots, I owe it to that client to do a great job. The exposure is a bit dark, but most importantly, there are no catchlights in her eyes. Many photographers who notice the need for light in the eyes think to themselves that they can just bring up the light in Photoshop.

Figure 8.20: This is the same photo, but brightened in Photoshop. The eyes are still dull. You can brighten the eyes, but it’s very difficult to create a natural-looking catchlight digitally.
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FIGURE 8.19
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FIGURE 8.20

Figure 8.21: Look at the difference now. The eyes are full of life! The lighting was accomplished by first placing Lindsay under open shade. However, the open shade must be to the right or to the left of the shadows on the ground cast by the various objects in our shooting environment. This way, when we use the reflector to bring light into her eyes, we are pointing the reflector away from the sun. See Figure 8.18. My assistant holding the reflector shifted its position with small movements until the right amount of soft light entered Lindsay’s eyes. Because we are not reflecting the light back toward the direction of the sun, it is much easier to reflect soft light toward our subject.
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FIGURE 8.21

Figure 8.22: Here is a close-up of her eyes so you can see how the reflector was used. At close inspection, you can see detail throughout the reflector material. This means that the sun’s rays are not directly hitting the silver material. If they were, they would create a powerful specular highlight, and the reflector would be blown out.
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FIGURE 8.22

Next, we will move to a different location that has all the properties required.

Figure 8.23: Look closely at this rooftop. The shadows cast by the objects tell you everything you need to help you decide where to position your subject. We know we need to place our subject in open shade. The small area inside the fence is almost all in open shade. If we position our subject under the doorframe, she would be completely in open shade. That’s good, but now we must make sure that the open shade is in the right place relative to the sun. To determine this, we look at the shadows on the ground. The fence’s shadow is pointed downward and slightly to the right of the frame. If we place our subject under the doorframe, the reflector would be directed up toward the doorframe and not back toward the direction of the shadows. As long as the reflector is pointed in a different direction than the shadows on the ground, the place qualifies for this technique.

Figure 8.24: The results are remarkable! The light is soft but impactful. Her eyes are wide open because the light illuminating them is soft. If you look closely, part of the reflector is in shade and the top section of the reflector is lit by the sun. The entire reflector is playing a role in the beautiful illumination, but the key is that the sun’s rays that strike the reflector are not coming at a perpendicular angle relative to the reflector (a 90-degree angle). That is what creates this amazing quality of light.
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FIGURE 8.23
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FIGURE 8.24

Figure 8.25: This photo shows how reliable this technique is. My good friend Collin Pierson asked me to take his headshots. I knew I could rely on the reflecting-light-away-from-the-sun technique to give me outstanding results quickly. Same drill. I posed him in a place under open shade to shield him away from direct sunlight. Then, I made sure that the chosen location was to the right or left of the shadows cast on the ground. This location was indeed to the right of the sun. Therefore, I used a reflector to make the lighting on him pop, because I knew the light rays would strike the reflector at an angle. As in Figure 8.23, part of the reflector was in open shade and a small area was lit by the sun’s rays.
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FIGURE 8.25

The main point to remember is that if you wish to use this technique, you must not aim the reflector directly back toward the sun. You can always use the shadows on the ground as your guide.

Note that if you happen to be working alone, you can use a small reflector to prop up the large reflector toward your subjects. Again, it doesn’t look pretty, but it gets the job done without having to lug more gear than you can handle. See Figure 8.26.
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FIGURE 8.26
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CHAPTER 9

HELPER LIGHT: DIFFUSER TECHNIQUES

Diffusers are among the handiest of light modifiers. They are inexpensive and portable. In simple terms, diffusers break up the harsh directional rays of the sun into multiple directions, resulting in diffused light. I own a large variety of diffusers, from small ones that are 12" in diameter to a large 6' x 4' diffuser called the Sun-Swatter by California Sunbouce. The size of the diffuser is not the only feature you can choose. The thickness of the diffusing material also matters considerably. Clearly, the thinner the material, the more light will pass through the diffuser toward your subjects. The most common choices offer between one stop of diffusion (the thinnest material) and three stops of diffusion (the thickest material). I recommend that you choose one-stop and two-stop diffusers, which equip you with the most options. We will now investigate several diffuser techniques, beginning with a photograph in direct sunlight without any diffuser and ending with an optimum final result that uses a diffuser and strobe.

NO DIFFUSER OUTSIDE

Figure 9.1: On a clear day, the sun produces a great deal of strong light traveling from a single direction. We can certainly use this strong light to our advantage in photography, but the light must be tamed. This photo of my friend Rachael was taken as a quick example of the results of direct sunlight without diffusion. This unflattering light occurs because the sun is so far away that it becomes a relatively tiny light source in the sky. The sun’s rays are all traveling in the same direction, striking Rachael’s face. Due to that direction, light rays illuminate one side of her face but cannot reach the other side. Sunlight is traveling vertically from the sky to the ground, which means that the bones beneath her eyebrows do not allow the sunlight to enter her eye sockets, causing the darkness in her eyes.

There is a lot of potential in this photo, but first we must change the way the light strikes her face. To soften the light, the light rays must strike her face from many angles, not just one. If we placed a diffuser between her and the sun, the diffuser would become the new light source and the diffusing material would disperse the light rays in thousands of directions, illuminating every curve of her face.
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FIGURE 9.1

NO DIFFUSER INSIDE

Figure 9.2: In this case, the subject may be inside close to a window, but the light from the sun is still directly striking his face from a single direction. The window does not disperse the light rays enough to make any difference. The results are the same as if he were outside. Simply placing a diffuser between him and the window would resolve the issues of the harsh light and the shadows on his face.

[image: ]

FIGURE 9.2

USING A DIFFUSER AS A CLEAN BACKGROUND

One great way to use a diffuser is not just for diffusing light, but also to use it as a clean background. Granted, this technique requires a light source such as the sun to backlight the diffuser. Let’s take a look at how this works.

Figure 9.3: During one of my posing workshops in Seattle, I found a location where the sun was backlighting the model’s hair. The light was fairly nice, but I found the green bushes in the background to be distracting. This was a perfect place to use the diffuser-as-a-background technique.
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FIGURE 9.3

Figures 9.4 and 9.5: The key to this technique is that the diffuser must be backlit by the sun or any other strong light source. This ensures that the wrinkles or folds of the diffusing material texture do not show up in the final image.
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FIGURE 9.4
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FIGURE 9.5

Figure 9.6: I positioned myself in front of the diffuser and exposed for her face. Because her face would naturally be darker than the white diffuser, exposing for her face would blow out the diffuser, giving me a clean, white surface as a background. The distracting background was gone.
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FIGURE 9.6

ADVANCED DIFFUSER TECHNIQUES FOR PORTRAITURE

Much like using a reflector, covered in the previous chapter, using a diffuser seems self-explanatory, but it’s not. There are some ways to use a diffuser that can greatly improve your results. Let’s go through a series of photos of Caitlin that showcase a progression of different diffuser techniques until the final result is achieved.

No Diffuser Used

Figure 9.7: We begin the shoot with no diffuser at all. With the exception of high-fashion photography, this look will not be pleasing to most people. The only way to work with harsh direct sun like this is to adjust the pose to the light.

Figure 9.8: Clearly, here we did not adjust the pose. The harsh results and strong shadows on her face are the result of working under strong directional sunlight with no diffuser to distribute the light.
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FIGURE 9.7
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FIGURE 9.8

Diffuser Not Pointed Toward the Sun, Further Away from Subject’s Head

Figure 9.9: This photo demonstrates an ineffective way to hold a diffuser. First, the diffuser should be as close to the subject as possible in order to increase the intensity of light reaching the subject. In this photo, the diffuser is being held higher above Caitlin’s head than it needs to be. Second, the diffuser is not tilted toward the sun. This greatly reduces the amount of diffused light that reaches the subject.

Figure 9.10: This is the result of holding the diffuser further away from the subject and not tilted toward the sun. This photo—along with the rest of the photos coming up—were all taken with identical camera settings: ISO 100, f/5.6, 1/400. Therefore, the brightness level differences that you’ll see are only caused by the various methods of holding a diffuser, not by any changes in the camera settings. As you can see, the photo appears to have even light because the diffuser spread the light around. However, the light that reaches Caitlin is weak and has no vibrancy to it.
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FIGURE 9.9
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FIGURE 9.10

Diffuser Not Tilted Toward the Sun, Closer to Subject’s Head

Figure 9.11: Now we have the diffuser much closer to Caitlin’s head, which increases the intensity of light illuminating her. However, the diffuser is still being held in the wrong way to maximize diffused light intensity. The diffuser should be tilted toward the sun and not parallel to the ground.

Figure 9.12: Keeping the camera settings exactly the same as in Figure 9.10, we can see that moving the diffuser closer to the subject’s head made quite a difference in the brightness levels. Caitlin seems to be receiving 60–80% more light.
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FIGURE 9.11
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FIGURE 9.12

Diffuser Tilted Toward the Sun, Further Away from Subject’s Head

Figure 9.13: It is very important to note that when using this technique of tilting the diffuser toward the sun, the subject should also be facing the sun. Otherwise, it would be counterproductive. In this example, I positioned Caitlin to face the sun and asked my assistant, Franny, to tilt the diffuser toward the sun but as far from Caitlin’s head as her arms could reach. I did this purposely in order to demonstrate how much diffused light you lose when you hold the diffuser high over your subject’s head.

Figure 9.14: The first thing you might notice is how much warmer the light is on her body. This occurs because the light illuminating her body and face is straight diffused sunlight. Before, when the diffuser was not tilted toward the sun, part of the light illuminating Caitlin was shade fill light, which has a blue colorcast. Compare this photo with Figure 9.10. The tilt of the diffuser also increased the light intensity on Caitlin.
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FIGURE 9.13
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FIGURE 9.14

Diffuser Tilted Toward the Sun, Closer to the Subject’s Head

Figure 9.15: This is the most effective setup when using a diffuser, as it maximizes the light intensity on the subject. The subject is facing the sun. The diffuser is tilted toward the sun. Finally, the diffuser is held as closely as possible to the model’s head without being visible in the photo.

Figure 9.16: We have come a long way in our effort to increase the quality and intensity of the diffused light from Figure 9.10. The camera settings were never changed, yet this photo has more than twice the light illuminating Caitlin. All we had to do to achieve this result was have the model face the sun, tilt the diffuser toward the sun, and hold it as closely as possible to the subject’s head.
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FIGURE 9.15
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FIGURE 9.16

Diffuse and Light

Figure 9.17: This is the final step in obtaining the most from our diffuser. First, it requires using the diffuser correctly as shown in Figure 9.15. Second, once the model is lit by diffused light, we now add a strobe to give the lighting a serious boost!
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FIGURE 9.17

Figure 9.18: This photo features the powerful combination of diffused light with a strobe. Even when using a diffuser correctly, often the subject’s eyes will remain dark. To take this beautiful diffused light to the next level, use a strobe to give the photo a pop and also add catchlights to the subject’s eyes.

I use this diffuser/strobe combination about 80% of the time because it really gives the images a high-end magazine look. Note that the strobe must be modified to become a large-enough light source to produce soft light. In this example, I used a diffuser panel attached to a Broncolor Para 88 to further soften the light.
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FIGURE 9.18


PART FOUR

HELPER LIGHT: FLASH TECHNIQUES
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CHAPTER 10

UNDERSTANDING THE KEY CAPABILITIES AND FUNCTIONS OF YOUR FLASH

To many, understanding and effectively using flash is the most daunting part of being a photographer, and it often takes away the enjoyment of photography. Unlike with natural light, with flash what you see is not what you get. Furthermore, when you turn on that flash unit, you are now dealing with two exposures to take a single photo, whereas with natural light you only have to worry about one exposure.

Another strong reason why people shy away from using flash is because if flash is not used properly, it can make their photos look, well, “flashy” instead of natural. Photographers buy expensive professional flash units, but unfortunately, many photographers never invest the time it takes to really understand how to use them or how flash can improve their work. For these reasons and more, they decide to shy away from flash and label themselves as simply “natural light photographers.”

But I must tell you, light coming from a flash is made up of photons—the exact same particles of light that come from the sun. It doesn’t matter if photons originated from the sun or from a flash. Light is light, and light will always behave similarly, regardless of where it comes from. Natural light can look like flash, and the light from a flash can also look like natural light. If you keep this in mind, you will be able to accept this information with an open mind and think of flash as just another light, not some scary implement trying to ruin your photos.

There are only three things you must know in order to have your flash work for you instead of against you:


	How your flash unit works and what its capabilities are (this chapter)

	How light behaves (Chapter 3)

	How your camera and your flash work together (this chapter and Chapter 12)



Flash can be a real lifesaver. What’s exciting about being knowledgeable about flash is that as long as that flash unit has a fresh set of batteries, it will always provide you with light whenever and wherever you need it. The sun or ambient light can be strong, weak, blue, or orange, but a flash is always consistent. You no longer have to be at the mercy of weak sunlight or a nearby window for the rest of your life.

THE PURPOSE OF THIS CHAPTER

I thought long and hard about how to approach this chapter. I remember being baffled by flash during my early years. I would try to soak up every resource available to help me figure out how to manage flash. I did not have much luck. Flash just seemed to be a wild animal that could not be tamed, and thus my confusion and frustration grew day by day.

So this is my approach, and here are my goals for you. My primary objective in writing this and the next chapter is to help you see flash as a tool to make your photographs look better. I want you to not have any second thoughts about using flash because you feel it will ruin your photo. I want you to feel 100% in control of how that flash will behave and what the results will be. I want you to use your flash as a tool to bring special attention to any part of your image. I want you to see flash as a way to complement beautiful natural light, not ruin it. And finally, I want you to see flash as a simple tool that can open up a plethora of creative possibilities and take your imagery to new heights.

To do this, I’m going to remove every piece of scientific information that is not necessary for learning how to control and understand flash. Anything numerical or mathematical that impedes your understanding will be minimized, if not omitted. I will avoid talking about specific flash models or brands as much as possible; technology changes all the time, but understanding the main principles of a flash system remain the same.

Even though I have invested years studying everything there is to know about flash systems, I don’t believe you need to know every single setting, specification, and function of your flash to use it effectively. You will find that you repeatedly use the same handful of features 90% of the time. Above all else, it is my wish for you to feel very comfortable with your flash, not for you to be able to talk shop at a cocktail party with electrical engineers and physicists.

SIMPLIFIED FLASH TERMINOLOGY AND KEY FEATURES

All advanced modern flashes have more or less the same built-in technology. As I write this chapter, I will assume you own a typical professional flash unit that can work in manual mode, TTL mode, and be used as an off-camera flash in groups and channels. I also assume that you own at least two flash units for off-camera flash operation. Most flashes have the features I will discuss. The only flashes that do not are the bare-bones, basic flashes that I personally would not consider to be for professional use.

Regardless of the brand, most professional flashes have a similar way of displaying the most common flash functions. There may be some differences from time to time, but for the most part they are all very similar. The purpose of showing the photos that follow is only to show you these key features active on a flash. There are just too many models and brands out on the market to cover the specifics of each one, and in a few months a new flagship model may come out with features displayed in a different place. Just focus on the key features I’m showing you and try not to be concerned about the brand of flash you have.

TTL

This abbreviation stands for Through The Lens. As soon as you turn on your flash unit, it will most likely be in TTL mode. At the most basic level, when your flash is in TTL mode, it means that the flash computer tries to do the thinking for you. The flash communicates with the camera with the information that comes in “through the lens” to determine how much flash power to release. When the flash is in TTL mode, it has been programmed to always try to achieve an 18% gray exposure. Not too bright and not too dark, the flash will always try to set the exposure right in the middle.

Figure 10.1: For a visual understanding of this concept, look at this diagram. The black side to the left represents the camera registering a dark environment through the lens. The white side to the right of the chart represents the camera registering a very bright environment through the lens. The red line represents what the flash is programmed to achieve: 18% gray. This diagram makes understanding TTL thinking very straightforward and easy. When you point your lens at something dark (left of the red line), the flash pumps more light power into the scene so that when the photo is taken, the exposure comes back to home base, which is the red line. But if you point your camera at something that is too bright (right of the red line), the flash produces only a glimpse of light in order to bring the exposure back toward the red line. (You might think the flash shouldn’t fire at all, but it must because we’ve turned it on and told it to fire.) No matter where you point your lens, the flash in TTL mode always adjusts its output up or down in order to bring the exposure back to the red line.
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FIGURE 10.1

Figure 10.2: This flash is currently operating in TTL mode. You can ignore the E before the TTL. The “E” is just to indicate a more modern approach from the original TTL system (more on this in a moment).
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FIGURE 10.2

FEC

This abbreviation stands for Flash Exposure Compensation. Adjusting the FEC is usually the second step after a photo has been taken with TTL flash. What this basically means is that if you are not happy with the TTL flash results, you can override the flash by telling it to either increase or decrease the power in the scene as you see fit. For example, if your flash is in TTL mode and you point your lens toward a subject, the flash will fire enough light into the scene to make sure that it stays on the red line (Figure 10.1). But if your subject still looks too dark, you can simply override the flash’s decision and pump more light power into the scene by using the FEC feature. Most flashes allow you to adjust the flash output up to three stops darker or three stops brighter. In most cases, it helps to think of TTL as a great starting point, and then you can simply use FEC to fine-tune the flash output up or down until you are happy with the results. It is that simple.

Figure 10.3: The screen on this flash tells you that it is operating in TTL mode. But the Flash Exposure Compensation (FEC) button has been pressed to activate FEC adjustments. This flash is ready to receive FEC adjustments, because the FEC scale has been highlighted. However, according to the screen, no FEC adjustments were made. The little square underneath the number scale indicates that it is still at “0.”

Figure 10.4: The FEC screen is highlighted, which means it’s activated and ready to receive FEC adjustments. This time, the photographer chose two stops to the left of “0” (–2). The TTL flash will now try to expose the scene as it sees fit, but then it will lower its power by two stops of light before it fires.

[image: ]

FIGURE 10.3
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FIGURE 10.4

Figure 10.5: This time, the FEC has been raised by one stop (+1). The flash will raise its power by one stop from its original TTL estimate before it fires.
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FIGURE 10.5

E-TTL and E-TTL II

E-TTL and E-TTL II are nothing more than modern and more advanced versions of TTL. These later versions of TTL technology are savvier when dealing with the distance from the subject to the flash unit and also when dealing with tricky situations, such as backlit subjects or dark backgrounds behind your subjects. At the core, though, TTL technology does the same thing: it does the thinking for you. Sometimes these technologies are successful, and sometimes they are far from what you had in mind. The “E-TTL” stands for Evaluative Through The Lens metering. (You may also see a variant of this from other manufacturers, such as i-TTL [Intelligent Through The Lens] metering.) It’s an amazing tool to use when the distance between your subject and the light is constantly changing. But it does not read your mind. If you have a different vision for the lighting from what the flash’s TTL computer “thinks,” you must take the wheel and control it manually.

Manual Flash (M)

When the flash is set to manual (M) mode, the flash TTL metering system shuts down and puts you in charge of the power output choices. Once you tell the flash how much power you want, it will always put out that power, regardless of any situation or subject distance. The flash will continue firing at that chosen intensity until you change it. The real beauty of manual flash is that there is no guesswork. If something doesn’t look the way you want or if you chose a power level that leaves your subject too dark, simply choose a higher output level until your subject looks perfect. In the same manner, if you chose a power level that leaves your subject too bright, then enter a lower flash output to obtain the right exposure.

In manual mode, you can also set the flash to fire the lowest amount of power possible to throw just a kiss of light toward your subjects to give their eyes a nice catchlight without influencing the overall exposure. That is all there is to it!

I use my flash on manual over 95% of the time. I put my flash in TTL mode only when my subject is moving toward me or away from me as I take the photo. Otherwise, my flash stays in manual mode. After years of teaching flash all over the world, I believe that the main reason why people are frustrated with their flash results is that they feel flash is just uncontrollable. The reason is simply because they rely on TTL mode. TTL mode will change the flash power constantly, depending on how the camera reads the scene. If more people used their flash in manual mode, they would see how easily they can control flash.

Figure 10.6: The mode for this flash has been switched from TTL to manual (M). In manual mode, you can choose any power setting you want. In this case, the scale tells us that the flash is set to full power, or 1/1. The little square indicator is far to the right of the scale.

Figure 10.7: The mode for this flash is still in manual mode. But the power has been reduced to 1/8.

[image: ]

FIGURE 10.6
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FIGURE 10.7

First Curtain Sync

First curtain sync refers to when the flash actually fires as an exposure is being made. When your flash is set to first curtain sync, it fires at the very beginning of the exposure, as soon as you press the shutter button.

Two curtains cover the camera’s sensor. When the shutter button is pressed, the first curtain begins to move and expose the sensor to the light. The flash will fire immediately. If you are taking a photo with a slow shutter speed—let’s say one second—then the flash will fire at the very first instance when the sensor is completely exposed to the light. It’s important to know that when a flash fires, the burst of light (known as the “flash duration”) happens much faster than any shutter speed you use in your camera settings. This means that the flash will freeze the motion at the very beginning of the exposure. If your subjects move as the exposure is being taken, a ghost-like motion blur will be visible in the photo.

Second Curtain Sync

This feature is the opposite of first curtain sync. Assuming you have a slow shutter speed—let’s stick with one second as our example—the flash will fire at the last possible instant before the shutter curtains close to complete the exposure. This means that you can shoot with a longer shutter speed to collect ambient light and then, with the flash, freeze any motion happening in front of your camera the instant before the shutter closes. I use second curtain sync at wedding receptions to stay true to the mood of the room but freeze people dancing on the dance floor. Note that second curtain sync only works when your flash is on the camera’s hot shoe.

Figure 10.8: This is a common symbol for second curtain sync. The little black arrow on the right represents the flash firing at the very end of the exposure instead of at the beginning. It is wise to get into the habit of always looking at the entire LCD screen for an overall view of what’s going on. In this figure, notice the flash mode is TTL, and there is zero flash exposure compensation. With this particular unit, the sync feature can be accessed by the button indicated by the callout. But you can find this feature whether you use Nikon, Sony, or another brand of flash. It’s all the same.
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FIGURE 10.8

High-Speed Sync

Cameras have a limit to how fast the shutter speed can be when using flash or a strobe. This is called the “flash sync speed.” For Canon, the flash sync speed is 1/200 second. For Nikon, it is 1/250. However, flash technology has overcome this issue by introducing high-speed sync. When this feature is activated on your flash unit, it allows for flash to be used at any shutter speed, even at the fastest shutter speed possible, which is often 1/8000. That said, there is a price to pay for using flash at any shutter speed with high-speed sync: it greatly weakens the flash power. You lose around two-and-a-half stops of light when high-speed sync is used. But if your subject is not too far from the camera, the flash will have enough power to reach your subject.

I use high-speed sync more than half the time I’m shooting outdoors. I always like to add just a little flash to give my portrait lighting a little zest, and high-speed sync makes it possible for me to use my flash in broad daylight at any shutter speed.

Figure 10.9: This is the common symbol for high-speed sync. It is very important that you recognize your flash’s indicator for high-speed sync, because if it’s on, it greatly reduces the power of your flash.
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FIGURE 10.9

This is why I always suggest that photographers look at the entire flash screen before shooting to make sure that everything is in order.

Flash Zoom

The area that the flash covers can be adjusted by using the flash zoom feature. When the flash is fired, it can cover a wide area or it can be a narrow beam of light, or somewhere in between. Generally speaking, the camera automatically communicates with the flash unit about what lens is being used, then the flash automatically adjusts the flash zoom to cover just the area that the lens “sees.”

However, you can also change this flash zoom feature to be controlled manually. This means that you can put a wide-angle lens on your camera, such as a 35mm lens, then zoom the flash to cover only a small area, as if you were using a 200mm lens. Why would you want to do this? Because, if the flash is zoomed to a narrow beam of light but you are shooting with a wide-angle lens, the flash will not illuminate the entire frame from corner to corner. This results in a natural vignette. The flash will nicely light the center of the frame and then gradually become darker and darker as you approach the edges of the photo. I often use this technique.

Another innovative way to use the flash zoom feature is to combine its use with high-speed sync. As discussed above, when using high-speed sync, the flash loses much of its power. Therefore, if you zoom the flash to a narrow beam of light, the light intensity naturally increases, compensating for some of the loss of power.

Figure 10.10: By pressing the left button as indicated by the callout, I activated the manual flash zoom function. You can always tell that feature is activated because it is highlighted, as you can see by the upper callout. In this case, the zoom is set to ultra wide coverage of 20mm.
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FIGURE 10.10

Figure 10.11: Now the flash zoom has been changed from 20mm to the maximum zoom of 200mm. Different flash brands have different maximum zooms. This is the zoom setting that I choose to create a natural vignette.
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FIGURE 10.11

OFF-CAMERA WIRELESS FLASH

There seems to be more confusion in understanding off-camera wireless flash than there is in understanding black holes in the universe. As with everything else concerning flash, I blame the terminology, charts, numbers, and units that are used when talking about wireless flash. I will do my best to keep it simple, clarify the terminology, and minimize any confusion. To explain how wireless off-camera flash works, I will use an analogy.

Here are the nuts and bolts of off-camera wireless flash. There are just five things you need to know:


	You need to know what a master or commander flash is.

	You need to know what a slave flash is.

	You need to know what a channel is.

	You need to know what a group is.

	You need to know the difference between optical and radio transmission.



What Is a Master or Commander Flash?

A master (a.k.a, commander) flash is the flash that sits on your camera’s hot shoe and serves as the leader of all the off-camera flashes. This “master” flash tells the others when to fire and how to fire. There can only be one master flash. A remote trigger such as a Pocket Wizard can also be used as a master transmitter and communicate with other off-camera flashes that are connected to a Pocket Wizard receiver.

Figure 10.12: This flash has been assigned to be the master flash by pressing the wireless button indicated by the callout. If you use a different brand, simply find the button or command that makes one flash the master and the other the slave. These are basic wireless functions on any professional flash, so they should be easy to find, regardless of the brand you use.
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FIGURE 10.12

What Is a Slave Flash?

A slave flash is the flash or flashes that are not mounted to the camera’s hot shoe. You have one master flash controlling a set of slave flashes. The master flash is like the general, and the slave flashes are like the soldiers on the front lines. The slave flashes don’t do a thing unless told to do so by the master flash unit. Slave flashes can be set individually to fire in either TTL mode or in manual mode.

Figure 10.13: This flash has been assigned to be a slave flash by pressing the wireless button indicated by the callout. This flash will now receive commands from the master flash.
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FIGURE 10.13

What Is a Channel?

Channels were created so that photographers who are working in close proximity to each other and are using off-camera flash don’t accidentally fire each other’s flashes. One photographer can choose to be on channel 1, and the other can agree to be on channel 2. Now the photographers will only trigger the flashes on their chosen channel. At a wedding reception, I set all my flashes to channel 1, and my second shooter’s flashes are always on channel 2. Therefore, when he takes a photo, only his flashes will fire, while mine do not.
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FIGURE 10.14

Figure 10.14: This slave flash is set to channel 1. The button indicated by the callout activates the channel settings. Most professional flashes have an easily accessible channel button.

What Is a Group?

Within each channel you can have multiple flashes that can be controlled either in TTL or manual mode, and with different power settings. In order to tell each individual flash what to do, we must give each one of them a name.

Let’s say you have three slave flashes on channel 1. Flashes can be assigned to be in groups A, B, C, D, or E. For example, one flash can be assigned to group A and the remaining two flashes can be assigned to group B. Now we can tell each group what to do separately. (Note that the master flash is always assigned to group A.) From the master flash or from the camera’s flash menu, we can set all flashes in group A to fire at full power in manual mode. In this case, there is only one slave flash in group A, but you can always have more. Flashes in group B could be set to 1/4 power in manual mode. In this example, there are two flashes in group B. You can also set group A to work in manual mode and group B to work in TTL mode. The choice is yours. Note that to use the TTL metering system with off-camera flash, you must have the right transmission technology to make it work. For example, Pocket Wizard or similar companies are improving their technology to allow for TTL off-camera flash capabilities. Probably the easiest way to use TTL off-camera flash technology is to use modern flashes that are the same brand and model number. This will highly improve reliability and ease of use. I realize that there are some popular third-party flashes that are very inexpensive, but during my workshops I have seen mixed results with those inexpensive alternative flashes. In my opinion, it is better to have fewer flashes of a reliable brand such as Canon, Nikon, or Sony than to have more flashes that do not always reliably work. Flashes are far too important to try to save money on them. Frankly, I would rather save money on lenses than on flashes.

Figure 10.15: This figure shows three slave flashes. All are set to channel 1, which means they will all speak to each other and fire simultaneously when the master flash sends the signal to do so. The flash on the left is assigned to group A. The flash in the middle is assigned to group B. And the flash on the right is assigned to group C. This means you can set each group to fire at different power settings or in different modes. In this case, the LCD screen tells us that they are all set to TTL and the flash exposure compensation is set to zero.
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FIGURE 10.15

What Are Flash Ratios?

Simply put, flash ratios allow you to assign different power settings to the different flash groups. For example, when shooting with two groups, A and B, the photographer can choose to make the flash assigned to group A more powerful than group B, or vice versa. You can even control three groups such as groups A, B, and C. Groups A and B could be used to illuminate the subject at your desired ratio, and group C could be used to illuminate the background independently of groups A and B. Experimenting with flash ratios can make flash photography much more interesting, and flash ratios can be a key feature to use when trying to shape and craft the light to meet your vision.

What Is the Difference Between Radio and Optical Transmission?

There are two possible types of wireless flash communication that can take place between the master flash and the slaves. The first is called optical transmission, or line of sight. When using optical transmission, the master flash communicates with the slaves by firing a quick communication flash. When the slave flashes detect the light from the master flash, they all immediately fire. This process happens so fast you cannot see it in action, and the communication flash from the master slave does not contribute in any way to the actual exposure. Because all flashes must be able to “see” each other’s flashes go off in order to communicate, they all must be in the line of sight of each other. There cannot be a wall or any other object blocking any slave flash’s field of vision, because then the slave flash will not see the master flash go off.

The other kind of transmission, radio transmission, uses radio waves to enable the flashes to communicate with each other. You may need separate hardware, such as Pocket Wizards, to provide the radio transmission technology. One device is needed to send the radio signals (transmitter), and another is needed to receive the signals (receiver). It sounds a bit cumbersome, but the advantage that radio transmission offers is that radio waves can travel through walls, cars, trees, or almost anything else. Therefore, when using radio transmission, you can place the slave flashes wherever you wish, and you can be confident that all the flashes will fire when you push the shutter button.

The advantage of optical transmission is that you can set your slave flashes to either manual or TTL mode. In radio transmission, most likely you will have to set all of your slaves to manual mode. However, at the time of this book’s writing, this TTL/manual limitation is becoming a thing of the past in radio transmission. Soon, most camera manufacturers will have radio transmission technology built into their flash units so that no other external devices are needed. Canon’s current flagship flash unit, the Canon 600 EX-RT, was the first to have radio transmission built into the flash (hence the RT at the end of its name). Soon, other companies will follow.

Cameras have a limit on how many slave flashes you can control at the same time. You should refer to your manual to find out how many your camera can handle. In my entire career, I have had a total of six flashes. Rarely have I used all six at the same time. I usually work with a flash as a master and two slave flashes. Of course, it all depends upon each individual situation.

Figure 10.16: This particular flash has a built-in radio transmitter and receiver. Therefore, this flash can perform both radio transmission and optical transmission without the need for any additional gear, such as Pocket Wizards. The symbol inside the callout on the top right indicates that this slave flash is set to radio transmission. Therefore, the master flash must also be set to radio transmission so they can communicate with each other.

Figure 10.17: The LCD on this slave flash is telling us that it is set to optical transmission, or line of sight. For this flash to work at this setting, the master flash must also be set to optical transmission. Many of my students experience a great deal of frustration when they don’t realize that one of their flashes is set to radio transmission but the other is accidentally set to optical transmission, and therefore the flashes don’t work. They think there must be something wrong with the flash, but in fact they just did not take a careful look at the screen and read all of the symbols. Sometimes, a quick, patient glance at the screen icons is all it takes to fix 90% of your flash-related headaches.
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FIGURE 10.16
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FIGURE 10.17

A QUICK TEST

Figure 10.18: Take a close look at the screen in each of these three flashes. It does not matter if you use Nikon, Sony, Olympus, Canon, etc. Just based on what we have previously discussed, try to figure out what is happening with this three-flash wireless setup. Once you are done, move on to the next figure for the answer. In an actual shoot, you should be able to glance at these three screens and completely understand how each flash will behave.
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FIGURE 10.18

Figure 10.19: The first thing I notice is that all three flashes are set to radio transmission. If one of them was set to optical transmission, then that flash would not work with the others. Second, I check to see if all three flashes are on the same channel. They are not! The first two flashes are set to channel 1, but the flash on the right is set to channel 2. This means that if the master flash is set to channel 1, the flash on channel 2 will not fire. Next, the flash on the left is assigned to group A. It’s also set to work in manual mode, and the power has been set to 1/4. The middle flash is assigned to group B. It is set to work in TTL mode, and the flash exposure compensation is set to zero. Lastly, the flash on the right is assigned to group C. This flash is set to TTL but now the flash exposure compensation has been reduced to –2 stops. Also notice that all three flashes are set to manual zoom at 24mm.
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FIGURE 10.19

It is exercises such as this one that will help extricate you from a sticky situation when you are under pressure. I removed the model number of these flashes so you would focus on the features listed on the LCD screen and not the brand or model of the flash. That information is irrelevant to our goal. You must take the time to run small tests like this to see if you notice everything on the screens, determine what discrepancies exist, and understand what you have to do to address them so that all the flashes do what they are supposed to do. Trust me, you will feel relieved that you did!
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CHAPTER 11

SPEED DEVELOPMENT EXERCISES FOR FLASH

Truthfully, if you want to learn a new skill, you must break it down into small, manageable parts and become comfortable with each of them. The most daunting tasks can be mastered by simply learning bite-size pieces, then moving on to more difficult components, and so on. Flash is no different. Even at this stage in my career, if it has been a while since I have used a flash, I still have to take it out and run through some of the key features to make sure that my memory is refreshed and running smoothly. The last thing I want is to be under pressure during a photo shoot, and I can’t remember how to do something with my flash.

During my years as a professional classical guitarist, I had to learn and perfect new music pieces every month for my bimonthly performances. Some pieces were more than 10 pages of sheet music. The way I was able to memorize everything was not to try to learn the piece all at once. I would pretend that the entire piece was just the first line of music on the first page. I would repeat that line over and over until I really began to enjoy playing it, even with my eyes closed. I would get to the point that I knew that line left and right. It became a memory-muscle exercise, and I would reach the point when I did not even have to think about how to play that line with technical mastery and expression.

Photography is very much the same. Using the flash functions is the technical aspect of photography, and using the light from the flash to bring your vision to life is the expressive aspect. It is very difficult to be expressive if you don’t have the technical side down pat. In order to think creatively and produce something special, your brain must be able to focus on the creative process, not which buttons to push to obtain the desired flash settings. Understanding key flash features should become second nature to you.

HOW TO GET THE MOST FROM THESE FLASH MICRO EXERCISES

The following exercises are presented in increasing order of complexity. These exercises will challenge you and maybe even frustrate you. But it is how you use your frustration that will make a real difference in your knowledge of wireless off-camera flash. I do not expect you to go through and complete all of these exercises in one sitting. This is more of a process. The last few exercises are very complicated; they ask you to perform a number of advanced off-camera techniques using multiple flashes.

Please keep in mind that, for many of these exercises—especially those in the off-camera flash section—I focus heavily on how to adjust and control TTL flash. This is because TTL is usually the culprit when the results you get are not the results you had in mind. Since the camera’s technology is making decisions based on trying to bring the exposure to 18% gray while using the chosen metering mode, the results can vary greatly. Knowing how to predict and adjust TTL flash quickly will be extremely beneficial to you. However, for this reason, as stated in the previous chapter, I personally choose to keep my flashes on manual the majority of the time. This way, I don’t have to guess what the flash is thinking or doing. I can simply adjust the power down if the flash is too bright, or up if the flash is too dark.

I highly encourage you to have your flash manual(s) handy. Since it is impossible for me to know what type of equipment every reader has, how old it is, and what technologies it includes, the exercises require you to know, or be able to find out, how to activate the needed functions to complete each task. If you cannot figure out how to find a certain function on your flash, try asking someone online to help you. You could also form a group of interested people to work through these exercises together. That way, each person’s knowledge can help everyone else plow through these exercises together.

Another approach would be to complete as many of these exercises as you can handle on your own or with a group, and then move on to the following chapters in the book. Later, you can make it a goal to finish all of these exercises without any help. These exercises will force you to do research on your own flash units, and they will make the learning process that much more powerful and beneficial in the long run. So have a good time with these exercises, read each piece of instruction very carefully, and have fun learning! Soon, you will know these exercises, and it will feel like a walk in the park. Let’s begin.

ON-CAMERA FLASH SPEED DEVELOPMENT EXERCISES

For these exercises, the setup is an indoor room. The camera is placed six feet in front of the mannequin, with the flash attached to the camera’s hot shoe.
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This is the setup used for exercises 1–13

1. Making Sure the Flash Is on TTL with Zero FEC Applied

Goal: To check that the flash is working on TTL mode and that zero flash exposure compensation (FEC) has been applied.


	Turn the flash on.

	Browse the screen and check that the TTL mode feature is active.

	Find the FEC scale on the flash LCD screen and make sure it’s set to 0.

	If everything looks good, you are done. If not, make the necessary changes to achieve the goal of this exercise.

	Take a photo, then turn the flash off (Figure 11.1).



2. Making Sure the Flash Is on TTL with –2 FEC Applied

Goal: To check that the flash is working on TTL mode and that –2 flash exposure compensation (FEC) has been applied. This photo should appear darker than the one in exercise #1.


	Turn the flash unit on.

	Browse the screen and check that the TTL mode feature is active.

	Activate the FEC scale on the flash LCD screen and make sure –2 FEC has been applied.

	If everything looks good, you are done. If not, make the necessary changes to achieve the goal of this exercise.

	Take a photo of the same subject as in exercise #1, and then turn the flash off (Figure 11.2).
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FIGURE 11.1
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FIGURE 11.2

3. Making Sure the Flash Is on TTL with +3 FEC Applied

Goal: To check that the flash is working on TTL mode and that +3 flash exposure compensation (FEC) has been applied. This photo should appear much brighter than the one in exercise #1.


	Turn the flash unit on.

	Browse the screen and check that the TTL mode feature is active.

	Activate the FEC scale on the flash LCD screen and make sure +3 FEC has been applied.

	If everything looks good, you are done. If not, make the necessary changes to achieve the goal of this exercise.

	Take a photo of the same subject as exercise #1, and then turn the flash off (Figure 11.3).
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FIGURE 11.3

4. Switching Between TTL and Manual Modes

Goal: To gain speed and confidence when switching between TTL and manual modes.


	Turn the flash unit on.

	Browse the screen and check that the TTL mode feature is active.

	Find the button or switch that allows you change the flash mode from TTL to manual.

	Switch your flash to manual mode.

	Switch it back to TTL mode.

	Turn the flash off.



5. Switching to Manual Mode at Full Power (or 1/1)

Goal: To change the flash mode to manual mode and set it at full power. This photo will be completely blown out because the flash at full power has far too much light for our current settings and setup.


	Turn the flash unit on.

	Browse the screen and check that the TTL mode feature is active.

	Find the button or switch that allows you change the flash mode from TTL to manual.

	Switch your flash to manual mode.

	Activate the power options and go all the way to the right for full power (or 1/1).

	Take the photo (Figure 11.4).

	Turn the flash off.



6. Manual Mode at 1/4 Power, Then 1/32 Power, Then 1/128 Power

Goal: To gain speed at making changes quickly in manual mode to achieve a correct exposure.


	Turn the flash unit on.

	Make sure to choose manual mode.

	Activate the power options and set the flash to 1/4 power.

	Take the photo (Figure 11.5).

	Change the power to 1/32 power.

	Take the photo (Figure 11.6).

	Change the power to 1/128 power.

	Take the photo (Figure 11.7).

	Turn the flash off.
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FIGURE 11.4
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FIGURE 11.5
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FIGURE 11.6
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FIGURE 11.7

7. Changing the Flash to Second Curtain Sync

Goal: To know how to quickly change the flash sync setting to second curtain sync. By default, the flash is always on first curtain sync.


	Turn the flash unit on.

	Change your flash to TTL mode with 0 FEC.

	With your camera shooting in manual mode, set the shutter speed to 1 second, the aperture to f/8, and the ISO to 800.

	Find the sync button or feature on your flash unit and activate second curtain sync.

	Take the photo (Figure 11.8). You will notice the flash sends out a pre-flash for the TTL system to calculate distance and flash power settings. Then, at the very end of the exposure, you will see the flash fire just before the shutter closes. This will help freeze movement of your subjects during exposures with slow shutter speeds, such as when people are dancing.

	Turn the flash off.
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FIGURE 11.8

8. Changing the Flash Back to First Curtain Sync

Goal: To know how to quickly change the flash sync setting from second curtain sync to first curtain sync.


	Turn the flash unit on.

	Make sure your flash is set to TTL mode with 0 FEC.

	With your camera shooting in manual mode, set the shutter speed to 1 second, the aperture to f/8, and the ISO to 800.

	Find the sync button or feature on your flash unit and remove second curtain sync. By default, removing second curtain sync will automatically activate first curtain sync. It is likely that you will not see first curtain sync displayed on any flash LCD screen because it is the normal, default flash sync setting.

	Take the photo (Figure 11.9). As soon as you push the shutter button, the pre-flash and real flash fire practically at the same time. This happens so fast that you will only see one flash. At the end of the exposure, no flash will fire because it already did at the beginning of the exposure.Hence the name “first curtain sync.”

	Turn the flash off.
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FIGURE 11.9

9. Activating High-Speed Sync

Goal: To quickly change the flash settings from first curtain sync to high-speed sync (HSS). Nikon calls this feature “FP.” Regardless of the name, the feature has the same goal: to sync the flash to any shutter speed past the camera’s maximum flash sync speed.


	Turn the flash unit on.

	Make sure your flash is set to TTL mode with 0 FEC.

	With your camera shooting in manual mode, set the shutter speed to 1/500, the aperture to f/4, and the ISO to 800.

	Find the flash sync button or feature and activate high-speed sync.

	Take the photo (Figure 11.10). Activating high-speed sync greatly reduces the flash’s power. But if your subject is at a relatively close distance, the flash at high-speed sync will still have enough strength to illuminate your subject properly. My mannequin head is six feet away from my camera for this exercise.

	Change the shutter speed to 1/2000 and the aperture to f/5.6.

	Take a photo (Figure 11.11). You will see that the exposure looks the same, even though you increased the shutter speed and made the aperture one stop smaller. The flash will work particularly hard to try to compensate for your camera settings.

	Turn the flash off.
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FIGURE 11.10
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FIGURE 11.11

10. Zooming the Flash

Goal: To quickly zoom the flash head to various focal lengths.


	Turn the flash unit on.

	Change your flash to manual mode (M) and set the power to 1/128.

	With your camera shooting in manual mode, set the shutter speed to 1/200, the aperture to f/4, and the ISO to 200.

	Find the button or feature that activates the flash zoom so you can manually set it.

	Change the zoom to the lowest number your flash can reach, i.e. the widest flash zoom possible. My flash can be as low as 20mm.

	Take a photo (Figure 11.12). For these examples, I’m keeping my lens at 35mm. The flash has been set to 20mm. Therefore, you will see an even distribution of light throughout the frame.

	Zoom the flash to the maximum number your flash can reach. My flash can be zoomed to 200mm.

	Take a photo (Figure 11.13). You will see that although you did not change your flash power settings or your camera settings, the light from the flash looks much more powerful on your subject when zoomed to the maximum setting. This happens because you are creating a very narrow beam of light, causing it to be more concentrated. Now, the edges of the frame look darker than the middle. This is the vignetting effect that I referred to in Chapter 10. Zooming the flash head to its maximum setting is also a clever way to give the flash an extra boost when working in high-speed sync.

	Switch from manual zoom back to auto zoom.

	Turn the flash off.
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FIGURE 11.12
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FIGURE 11.13

11. Combining Different Features #1

Goal: To gain speed at combining different settings on your flash.


	Turn the flash unit on.

	With your camera shooting in manual mode, enter these settings: ISO 400, f/4, 1/200.

	Put your flash to work on TTL mode.

	Set the FEC to +2.

	Activate the flash zoom and set it to 50mm.

	Take the photo (Figure 11.14).

	Turn the flash off.



[image: ]

FIGURE 11.14

12. Combining Different Features #2

Goal: To gain speed at combining different settings on your flash.


	Turn the flash unit on.

	With your camera shooting in manual mode, enter these settings: ISO 100, f/8, 1/125.

	Put your flash to work on manual mode and set the power to 1/64.

	Make sure that the zoom is set to auto zoom.

	Take a photo. Given that your subject distance is similar to mine—around six feet—your subject should appear underexposed (Figure 11.15).

	To correct for the underexposed subject, quickly activate the manual flash power settings and set the power to 1/16.

	Take a photo. That will give you two more stops of light, exposing your subject correctly (Figure 11.16).

	Turn the flash off.
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FIGURE 11.15
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FIGURE 11.16

13. Combining Different Features #3

Goal: To gain speed at combining different settings on your flash.


	Turn the flash unit on.

	With your camera shooting in manual mode, enter these settings: ISO 400, f/4, 1/6.

	Put your flash to work on TTL.

	Set the FEC to –1.

	Find the sync button and activate second curtain sync.

	Activate the flash zoom and set it to 105mm.

	Take a photo (Figure 11.17).

	Turn the flash off.
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FIGURE 11.17

Note that the reason why there is a strong yellow colorcast on this photograph is because, at slower shutter speeds, much more of the ambient light influences the exposure. I photographed these exercises under three yellow tungsten light sources, which is why you see the strong yellow colorcast in the photo. The slower the shutter speed, the more ambient light will impact the final exposure. The faster the shutter speed, the less impact the ambient light will have.

OFF-CAMERA WIRELESS FLASH SPEED DEVELOPMENT EXERCISES

As I mentioned earlier, there is no way for me to know what equipment every reader has. There is so much third-party generic flash equipment popping up that it is difficult to know who has what flash or to make broad assumptions about the capabilities of these generic products. Sometimes they work well, and other times they burn out or stop functioning altogether. One thing I do know is that the advanced flash units available from Canon, Nikon, Sony, and most third-party manufacturers should have the ability to change the channel and the group and to create lighting ratios by controlling each flash output separately.

The following exercises focus on off-camera flash techniques. There is no way I can tell you exactly which buttons to push to find and adjust the various features of your equipment. You will have to refer to your manual. Just remember that every setting I ask you to find is a basic off-camera flash setting. It should be easy to find, regardless of what gear you have.
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This is the setup used for exercises 14–16
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This is the setup for exercises 17 and 18

For the following exercises, the setup is an indoor room with very little window light coming into the room. Your living room could be a perfect location. The camera is placed six feet in front of the mannequin. The off-camera flash for exercises 14–16 is set six feet directly to camera right. For exercises 17 and 18, the off-camera flash is positioned six feet to camera left. I performed all of these exercises by triggering the off-camera flash with optical transmission (line of sight). The principles are the same with optical or with radio transmission. The only real difference is that with radio transmission, the flashes do not have to be in line of sight of each other because they are activated by radio signals. With radio transmission, the flashes can be hidden behind walls, people, cars, etc., and the signal from the master flash will still reach the slave flash.

The reason I used optical transmission for these exercises is because every modern professional flash has built-in optical transmission. For radio transmission to work, you need to have either additional equipment, such as Pocket Wizards, or a flash that has radio transmission already built into the flash unit. However, regardless of whether you’re using optical or radio transmission, the buttons and features for these exercises are the same.

14. Setting One Flash as the Master and the Other as a Slave

Goal: To gain speed when correctly setting up a basic wireless off-camera flash setup.

Equipment needed: Two flashes that are compatible with each other for off-camera flash operation. It’s best if both flashes are the same make and model for ease of operation. Make sure your flashes are back on auto zoom. Some cameras allow for the built-in pop-up flash to be used as a commander/master flash. However, in my experience it is better to use a real flash unit as a commander or master flash to improve reach and reliability.


	Mount one flash on the camera’s hot shoe, and mount the other flash on a stand six feet to the side of the mannequin.

	Set your camera to shoot in manual mode and enter these settings: ISO 400, f/4, 1/125.

	Turn both flashes on.

	Make sure both flashes are on TTL mode with 0 FEC.

	Assign the flash on your camera to be the master.

	Assign the flash in your hand to be the slave.

	Find the channel display on the flash LCD screen and make sure that both the master and the slave are on channel 1. This ensures that they can communicate with each other.

	Find the button or feature to set the group, and make sure that the slave flash is assigned to group A.

	The master and slave flashes should now be synced.

	Take a photo. Both flashes fired to make the exposure (Figure 11.18).

	Turn the flashes off.



[image: ]

FIGURE 11.18

15. Assigning the Slave Flash to a Different Group

Goal: To gain speed changing the slave flash group.

Equipment needed: Two flashes that are compatible with each other for off-camera flash operation. It’s best if both flashes are the same make and model for ease of operation. Make sure your flashes are back on auto zoom.


	Repeat the first six steps from exercise #14.

	On the slave flash unit, find the button or feature to set the group, and change the slave group from group A to group B. When you have flashes in different groups, such as in this case (the master is in group A and the slave is in group B), you can control the power of each group separately. For example, by changing the ratios on your flash ratio menu, flashes in group A can be more powerful than flashes in group B (and vice versa). Note: By default, the master flash on top of your camera is always in group A. Therefore, in this setup, your master flash is always in group A, but your slave flash is now in group B.

	Take a photo (Figure 11.19).

	Turn the flashes off.
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FIGURE 11.19

16. Changing the Channel and Group

Goal: To gain speed changing the channel on both the master and the slave, and the slave flash group.

Equipment needed: Two flashes that are compatible with each other for off-camera flash operation. It’s best if both flashes are the same make and model for ease of operation. Make sure your flashes are on auto zoom.


	Repeat the first six steps from exercise #14.

	On the master flash, find the button or feature to set the channel, and change the channel from channel 1 to channel 2. Leave the slave flash on channel 1 for the moment.

	Take a photo (Figure 11.20).

	Notice your slave flash did not fire. That’s because you changed the channel on the master flash to channel 2, but you did not change the channel on the slave flash. This is the most common reason why people can’t figure out why their slave flashes are not firing. For the master flash to communicate with the slave flashes, all the flashes need to be on the same channel. Get into the habit of checking your entire LCD screen before shooting to get a glimpse of all of your settings and make sure they are correct.

	Change the slave flash to channel 2 to match the master channel.

	Take a photo (Figure 11.21).

	Now the master and the slave flash are both on channel 2. Therefore, the slave flash was able to communicate with the master flash and fire.

	Turn the flashes off.
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FIGURE 11.20
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FIGURE 11.21

17. Changing the Slave Flash to Manual Mode and Stopping the Master Flash from Firing

Goal: To gain speed changing the slave flash to manual mode and not allowing the master flash to contribute to the exposure by turning off its firing capabilities. In this situation, the master flash will only serve as a transmitter and not as a flash.

Equipment needed: Two flashes that are compatible with each other for off-camera flash operation. It’s best if both flashes are the same make and model for ease of operation. Make sure your flashes are on auto zoom.


	Repeat the first six steps from exercise #14.

	Put the master flash and the slave flash back to channel 1.

	Find the button or feature to set the group on your slave flash and make sure that it is assigned to group A.

	Using your master flash or your camera’s flash control menus, change the slave flash’s mode from TTL to manual, and choose 1/32 power.

	Using your master flash or your camera’s flash control menus, find and choose the option to not allow the the master flash to fire. If you don’t know where that option is, use your flash manual to find it (or your camera manual, if you’re trying to set it in the camera’s flash control menus). Now the master flash will only work as a transmitter; the only flash contributing to the exposure should be the slave flash in group A.

	Take a photo (Figure 11.22).

	Notice the light only comes from camera left. The master flash did not contribute to the exposure at all. This is a handy technique to use when you only want directional light in your photograph.

	Activate the master flash to fire as well. Now both flashes will contribute to the exposure.

	Take a photo.

	Turn the flashes off.
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FIGURE 11.22

18. Activating Off-Camera High-Speed Sync Flash

Goal: To gain speed activating high-speed sync with off-camera wireless flash.

Equipment needed: Two flashes that are compatible with each other for off-camera flash operation. It’s best if both flashes are the same make and model for ease of operation. Make sure your flashes are on auto zoom.


	Set your camera to shoot in manual mode and enter these settings: ISO 400, f/4, 1/2000.

	Make sure the master flash and the slave flash are set to channel 1.

	Find the button or feature to set the group on your slave flash and make sure it is assigned to group A.

	With your flash in manual mode, choose full power (or 1/1).

	Using your master flash or the camera’s flash control menus, find and choose the option to not allow the master flash to fire.

	Using your master flash or the camera’s flash control menus, find and activate high-speed sync.

	Take a photo (Figure 11.23).

	Your slave flash will fire at high-speed sync, allowing you to use flash at a shutter speed of 1/2000 second, which is far past the camera’s sync speed limit of 1/200 or 1/250. This is probably one of the most useful off-camera flash techniques that I use in my work.

	Turn the flashes off.
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FIGURE 11.23
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This is the setup used for exercises 19–21

19. Working with Two Slave Flashes

Goal: To gain speed working with two slave flashes.

Equipment needed: Three flashes that are compatible with each other for off-camera flash operation. One flash is used as a master; the other two are slave flashes. It’s best if all three flashes are the same make and model for ease of operation. Make sure your flashes are on auto zoom.

Setup: The camera with master flash is six feet in front of the mannequin. The two slave flashes are also six feet from the mannequin: one slave flash is to camera left and the other slave flash to camera right.


	Set your camera to shoot in manual mode and enter these settings: ISO 100, f/4, 1/125.

	Make sure the master flash and both slave flashes are set to channel 1.

	Find the button or feature to set the group on both slave flashes and set them both to group A.

	Make sure that high-speed sync is no longer activated and that the flash is back to its default, first curtain sync.

	With your flashes in manual mode, set the power to 1/64.

	Using your master flash or the camera’s flash control menus, find and choose the option to not allow the master flash to fire.

	7. Take a photo (Figure 11.24). You will see both slave flashes fire, illuminating the left and right sides of the mannequin.

	Now, allow the master flash to contribute to the exposure by setting the master flash to fire.

	Take a photo (Figure 11.25). Notice the master flash fired, which contributed to the exposure by putting light dead center on the mannequin.

	Turn the flashes off.
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FIGURE 11.24
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FIGURE 11.25

20. Setting Each Slave Flash with a Different Group So They Can Be Controlled Separately

Goal: To gain speed changing the slave flash groups so that you can control each slave flash separately.

Equipment needed: Three flashes that are compatible with each other for off-camera flash operation. One flash is used as a master and the other two are slave flashes. It’s best if all three flashes are the same make and model for ease of operation. Make sure your flashes are on auto zoom.

Setup: The camera with master flash is six feet in front of the mannequin. The two slave flashes are also six feet from the mannequin: one slave flash is to camera left and the other slave flash to camera right.


	Set your camera to shoot in manual mode and enter these settings: ISO 100, f/4, 1/125.

	Make sure the master flash and both slave flashes are set to channel 1.

	Set the slave flash at camera left to group A and the slave flash at camera right to group B.

	Using your master flash or the camera’s flash control menus, change the mode to TTL.

	Using your master flash or the camera’s flash control menus, find and choose the option to not allow the master flash to fire.

	Find and activate the A:B ratio feature and choose the 8:1 option, which should be all the way to the left of the scale. This means that you want most of the light power to come from the left flash, which is why the left number is 8 and the right number is 1. (The ratio has actually set the left flash to be eight times more powerful than the right flash, hence the 8:1 ratio.) To find the A:B ratio feature, you might have to refer to your manual because different flash manufacturers put this setting in different places.

	Take a photo. You can clearly see that the 8:1 ratio option put most of the light on the left side (Figure 11.26).

	Change the A:B ratio to the middle of the scale, which should be labeled 1:1. This means that there will be equal power from the left slave flash and the right slave flash, which is why both numbers are the same.

	Take a photo. Now you see that the light is equal on both sides (Figure 11.27).

	Change the A:B ratio to the right limit of the scale, which should be labeled 1:8. This means that there will be more power from the right slave flash than from the left slave flash. This also means that you want most of the light power to come from the right flash, which is why the left number is 1 and the right number is 8.

	Take a photo. You can clearly see that the 1:8 ratio option places most of the light on the right side (Figure 11.28).

	Turn the flashes off.
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FIGURE 11.26
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FIGURE 11.27
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FIGURE 11.28

21. Mixing Modes: Setting Slave Flash Group A to Operate in TTL Mode and Slave Flash Group B to Operate in Manual Mode

Goal: To gain speed mixing TTL and manual modes.

Equipment needed: Three flashes that are compatible with each other for off-camera flash operation. One flash is used as a master; the other two are slave flashes. It’s best if all three flashes are the same make and model for ease of operation. Make sure that your flashes are on auto zoom.

Setup: The camera with master flash is six feet in front of the mannequin. The two slave flashes are also six feet from the mannequin: one slave flash is to camera left and the other slave flash is to camera right.


	Set your camera to shoot in manual mode and enter these settings: ISO 100, f/4, 1/125.

	Make sure the master flash and both slave flashes are set to channel 1.

	Set the slave flash at camera left to group A and the slave flash at camera right to group B.

	Using your master flash or the camera’s flash control menus, change the mode to TTL and make sure there is 0 FEC applied.

	Using your master flash or the camera’s flash control menus, find and choose the option to not allow the master flash to fire.

	Grab the right slave flash (in group B) and force it to go to manual mode. With my current Canon flash, this is achieved by holding down the Mode button for three seconds. When this is done, my flash displays “individual slave” on the LCD screen. Perhaps a similar method is used with Nikon, Sony, or third-party flashes. Again, refer to your owner’s manual to see how this is done with your particular flash units. But realize that if you own modern professional flashes, they should be able to mix modes. You just have to figure out how, or ask someone to help you.

	Once the slave flash in group B is in manual mode, change its flash power setting to 1/4.

	Take a photo. Now the slave flash in group A fires in TTL mode and the slave flash in group B fires at 1/4 power in manual mode. From the look of the photo, 1/4 power was too much light for this particular situation (Figure 11.29).

	Using your master flash or the camera’s flash control menus, change the FEC to +2. Since the slave flash in group A is the only flash operating in TTL mode, it will be the only flash affected by this change.

	Using the menu on the slave flash in group B, turn the manual power down to 1/64.

	Take a photo. Now you see the camera left side of the mannequin, illuminated by the slave flash in group A operating in TTL mode with +2 FEC, is much brighter than the camera right side, which is illuminated by the slave flash in group B operating in manual mode at 1/64 power (Figure 11.30). This is an advanced technique, but it is worth the time to master so you can have complete control of your off-camera flash lighting.

	Turn the flashes off.
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FIGURE 11.29
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FIGURE 11.30

22. Working with Three Slave Flashes Assigned to Three Different Groups (A, B, and C)

Goal: To gain speed working with three slave flashes set to three different groups.

Equipment needed: Four flashes that are compatible with each other for off-camera flash operation. One flash is used as a master; the other three are slave flashes (in group A, B, and C). It’s best if all four flashes are the same make and model for ease of operation. Make sure your flashes are on auto zoom.

Setup: The camera with master flash is six feet in front of the mannequin. Two of the slave flashes are six feet from the mannequin: one slave flash is to camera left (in group A), the other slave flash is to camera right (in group B). The third slave flash is behind the mannequin (in group C). A blue gel has been applied to this third slave flash to make it easier to see its effects in the photograph.


	Set your camera to shoot in manual mode and enter these settings: ISO 100, f/4, 1/125.

	Make sure the master flash and all three slave flashes are set to channel 1.

	Set the slave flash at camera left to group A, the slave flash at camera right to group B, and the slave flash placed on the floor behind the mannequin to group C.

	Using your master flash or the camera’s flash control menus, change the mode to TTL and make sure there is 0 FEC applied.

	Make sure all flashes are operating in TTL mode.

	Using your master flash or the camera’s flash control menus, find and choose the option to not allow the master flash to fire.

	Using your master flash or the camera’s flash control menus, find the flash ratio feature and activate A:B slave ratios. You will see “A:B” displayed on the LCD screen. Carefully cycle through the options until you see “A:B C” displayed on the LCD screen. The space between the “A:B” and the “C” tells you that the slave flash in group C is operating independently of the A:B flash ratio.

	Once the “A:B C” is displayed, activate group C and adjust the TTL FEC to –2. Set the “A:B” ratio to 1:1 so that the slave flashes in groups A and B fire at equal power.

	Take the photo. In my case, the photo looks a bit underexposed (Figure 11.31).

	To correct the underexposure, turn the ratio settings off (this may be possible by pushing the ratio button until you have successfully turned off the ratio settings).

	Now use the TTL FEC scale and adjust the setting to +2 FEC. Because the ratios are off, this is a global change that affects all slave flashes at the same time. This is a good way to turn all flashes up or down quickly with one master change.

	Take a photo. Now the overall exposure is much brighter. All three slave flash groups (A, B, and C) were given +2 FEC (Figure 11.32).

	Turn the flashes off.
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FIGURE 11.31
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FIGURE 11.32

Congratulations! You have completed the first steps of a great mental workout to becoming a wireless off-camera flash well-oiled machine. I say “first steps” because it is my hope that you will feel motivated and empowered to develop your own set of exercises that further enhance your skills and fit your style of photography.

Most people will never do another exercise again, but if you are the type of person who has a fire inside—burning to become a master photographer—then I know you will be among the small percentage of photographers who will take the time that is required to develop a skill above and beyond the norm. Taking 30 minutes to practice my craft away from clients on my own time is part of my weekly routine. I hope you make it yours as well.
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CHAPTER 12

HELPER LIGHT: BOOSTING AVAILABLE LIGHT WITH FLASH

In Chapter 10, you studied several key flash functions and terms you must know. Then, in Chapter 11, I developed a series of exercises to help you familiarize yourself with the functions and buttons of your flash units in order to gain speed operating them. In this chapter, we will explore how flash can reveal a whole new world of possibilities by supplementing natural light when it falls short.

Let me begin by saying that I love the look of natural light in my work. There is a certain softness and predictability to natural light that really works well. One of my favorite natural light combinations is to use a wide-angle lens at apertures between f/1.2 and f/2; the results are truly beautiful! But when you combine great natural light with a hint of flash, magic happens, and it is just more fun. Who wants to photograph natural light–only portraits for the rest of their life? That would be like eating apple pie for every dessert for the rest of your life, without exception. Though I love apple pie, sometimes I feel like having pecan pie or ice cream. Photography should be enjoyable and interesting, and it is fun to spice things up.

Presently, most photographers seem to belong to one of two distinct camps: the natural light camp and the strobe/flash camp. I do not think that there should be two camps. There should be just one camp, whose members’ mantra is this: “I’m a photographer who makes no excuses, who uses any light source necessary to bring my lighting vision to life, who makes my clients happy and look their best, and who photographs under any conditions—daytime, nighttime, rain, or shine.” That is the camp I belong to, and I would love to see its membership grow.

The purpose of this chapter is to motivate you to use your flash and discover how valuable flash can be when supplementing natural light. I know how much flash has enhanced my work, and I wish the same for you and your work. In the following pages, we will explore how to use flash to bring your photos closer to the lighting benchmark described in Chapter 7. By using flash to give natural light a boost, you will be able to keep your ISO low by increasing the quality and quantity of light. For instance, if you find yourself shooting in a place that is two stops below the lighting benchmark, flash can be used to increase the light by one stop, which brings the light into the acceptable range to pass the lighting benchmark test. And this way, most of the illumination is still coming from natural light.

Although modern cameras have great low-light capabilities, in most portraiture scenarios, more light is more desirable than less light. You should increase the light in your scene instead of increasing the ISO to accommodate for a low quality of light. I realize this is a paradigm shift in how we deal with and think about lighting, but it will force you to become a better photographer.

THE BENEFITS OF USING FLASH

A flash is a powerful light source in a small package. When a light source is small relative to the subject, the light is hard and unflattering. But if the flash is modified with a bigger light modifier such as a simple collapsible diffuser or softbox, then the flash becomes a large light source relative to the subject. For the most part, large light sources produce soft and flattering light. Once you fully grasp the concepts in Chapter 3, “The Five Key Behaviors of Light,” you will have a much easier time making decisions about if, when, and how to modify a flash.


SHOOTING ON THE MOVE

When shooting weddings, engagements, or portraits on the move, I only use a Profoto collapsible diffuser to modify my flash. I can collapse the diffuser if I don’t need it, or I can expand it in five seconds to make the light source bigger. There is no need to build softboxes with speedrings, rods, or other complicated setups that take time and effort. If you are moving quickly from place to place, a collapsible diffuser will give you much better results. This is my on-location mantra: “Keep it simple!” Naturally, if you are on a big photo shoot that requires more planning and allows you more time, then go ahead and set up large softboxes in advance. I use both Profoto and Chimera softboxes when I have the time to create a lighting setup and when the photo shoot is more stationary.



Many portrait photographers never really consider adding flash to their skill set, and thus they spend their careers using only natural light and standing next to windows while shooting indoors. Because of this, flash can be a great tool for you to separate yourself from a crowded field of “only natural light” photographers. Although I am an enthusiast of natural light, sometimes my creative vision requires an alternative light source, and sometimes natural light is not strong enough and needs a boost. When shooting indoors, natural light photographers are often forced to work adjacent to an available window for light. Though window light is incredibly flattering and beautiful, I prefer to be free to create well-lit photos whenever and wherever I want. Being chained to a window for the rest of my life isn’t exciting to me.

One of the most important contributions that flash adds to the beautiful look of natural light is its ability to cast light in a horizontal direction. The light from the sun travels downward because the sun is always above us. This constantly creates issues with unflattering shadows on the face and, especially, darkness in a person’s eyes. With flash, you can add gentle horizontal light directly into someone’s eyes, which brings life to your subject’s eyes and eliminates unwanted shadows.

Flash can also be used to create separation between your subject and the background. Additionally, flash can add much-needed dimension to any portrait, as you are able to choose the brightness levels on each side of the subject’s face. Finally, flash can be used as accent lighting to bring attention to a certain part of the portrait. Unlike the sun, which changes every hour of the day in color and intensity, flash is always predictable and can be as strong or as soft as you wish, depending on how you modify it. The light from the sun is our greatest light source, but with the careful addition of flash, the opportunities for your photography are truly endless. Lastly, because of the great technology built into modern professional flashes, there are creative techniques you can execute with flash that are impossible with natural light.
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FIGURE 12.1 Camera Settings: ISO 800, f/3.5, 1/45

A FEW EXAMPLES OF THE VALUE FLASH CAN ADD TO YOUR WORK

Wedding Photo with Flash

Figure 12.1: This photo is very special to me, and flash really saved the day! The bride and groom celebrated their wedding at the beautiful Ringley Museum in Sarasota, Florida, and they flew me from Los Angeles to photograph the event. However, on the day of the wedding, a hurricane passed through the area. It was one of the fiercest storms I have ever witnessed. It rained violently almost all day, with a few rare moments of calm. The bride kept up her good spirits but was understandably disappointed with the turn of events. I became determined to take a photograph in the rain that was so spectacular that it would completely change her outlook, and she would be almost thankful for the rain. I wanted to make up for the bad weather by creating a work of art!

I asked the Rolls Royce driver to move the car from the parking lot to a spot in front of the large tree. I asked my good friend Collin Pierson, who was shooting the wedding with me, to stand 10 feet behind the bride and groom. We used two off-camera flashes for this shot. One was pointed at the car’s headlights, which made it seem as if the headlights were responsible for the illumination in the shot. The second flash was placed directly behind the couple to separate them with a soft rim light from the dark background. Once everything was set up, I begged the couple not to mind getting wet for a few seconds. With some hesitation, they accepted, and I thought to myself, “This had better look good!” I had one chance, and that was it! Thanks to my flashes, I was able to create this magical photo for my clients. The couple was in complete disbelief when they first saw the photo on the back of my camera. This is one of my most cherished moments in my entire photographic career! Without a creative use of flash, this photograph would have never existed.

Boudoir Photo with Flash

Figure 12.2: This is a photo of my friend Rachael. Although there was a large window to the left of the photograph, I greatly underexposed the window light and used a flash to highlight what I wanted to feature in the image. Her back was gorgeous, and I did not want the window light to dictate what I could and couldn’t show. After all, I am the artist, not the window. To feature her elegant back, I placed a modified flash inches away from her back to camera right. I used a 24-inch octa softbox to soften the flash, and I placed it close to her back to create beautiful shadows. This photo is a great example of how flash can help a photographer break away from the overly used “window light look.” My creative vision called for light on her back, not on her face. Flash was able to provide that for me in a way that looks different from everyone else’s beautiful photos by a window. Having a choice will never hurt.

Indoor Moody Portrait with Flash

Figure 12.3: This portrait of Kaitlin was created during one of my posing workshops in Toronto, and she was modeling for us. The illumination on Kaitlin is 90% flash. I loved the mood in the bar, and I wanted to keep that mood intact. With the proper use of flash, you can create a soft mood as well. I used a CTO (Color Temperature Orange) filter on a Canon flash to match the warm tones of the bar, and I fired the flash through an inexpensive 42-inch diffuser. That’s it.

The flash was on manual mode since I prefer to be able to control it myself. I dialed the flash power down incrementally until it more or less matched the softness of the overhead tungsten lights. Now you can see a subtle catchlight in her eyes that would have been impossible to create with the overhead lights. Her entire eye socket is softly illuminated instead of being in shadow. Thanks to careful use of flash, it feels as if you are looking at this scene from a window, outside looking in. Although almost all of the illumination on Kaitlin came from a flash, the integrity of the mood was left intact. (I’ll talk more about this image in the next chapter.)
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FIGURE 12.2 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/10, 1/500
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FIGURE 12.3 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/2.8, 1/30

These three photos (Figures 12.1–12.3) constitute just a tiny collection of examples that demonstrate how incredibly versatile flash can be. Learning to use flash can greatly help you produce photos that simply wouldn’t be possible with ambient or natural light alone. If you master flash, you will see locations in a whole new light. No longer will you rely on the window as your only option and hope for a bright, sunny day. You will be able to freely choose where you shoot and what mood you want to create, whether it is day or night. Best of all, if done right, it will look completely natural.

FLASH AS HELPER LIGHT TO BOOST WEAK NATURAL LIGHT

When photographing outdoors, photographers must deal with an array of light intensities and angles, depending on the sun’s position. There are also those cloudy days with even, diffused light throughout the location. You might think that’s good, but it’s really not a great look all the time. Diffused light from clouds causes darkness under people’s eyes, and there are no catchlights because there is not enough light intensity to bounce the sunlight from a wall back into your subject’s eyes. This means hours spent in front of your computer, editing and trying to bring life into your subject’s eyes.

Instead, all this can be avoided easily during the shoot by adding flash to your photo. Let’s take a look at an example.

Figure 12.4: Using my lighting benchmark test, I began in what I thought would be a location with great light. It turned out that after putting it through my benchmark test, the light fell short by a little more than two stops. It was simply too dark, as you can see from the photo. Although there is a sunlit wall right in front of Laura, the light is not strong enough to reach her eyes, leaving them a bit dark. Furthermore, since Laura is standing in pure shade, the light’s color is colder and less flattering. Now, you have two options. You can crank up your ISO to make up for the lack of light, or you can simply add light and keep your ISO low to maximize image quality.
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FIGURE 12.4 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/4, 1/250
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FIGURE 12.5

Figure 12.5: This photo shows the behind-the-scene process of taking a portrait of Laura. At the time of this shoot, the sun illuminated the wall in front of Laura at an angle and intensity that did not bounce enough light to illuminate her properly using my benchmark settings. I chose this location based on the circumstantial light elements it provided; look closely and you will notice why this location looks so promising. However, I did not want to use my flash to illuminate my subject; I liked the softness of the light that the wall provided due to its large size. Therefore, I decided to point my flash toward the wall and give the wall reflection the boost of light it needed.

I used a device that can hold three flashes together called a Triple Threat (many companies, such as Westcott, make this kind of device). The reason for grouping three flashes together was simply a precaution, in case I needed to use high-speed sync. In this case, I did not. I used my camera’s maximum sync speed of 1/200 for the shutter speed. Remember, high-speed sync (or focal plane [FP] sync for Nikon) greatly weakens the flash’s power. Therefore, more flashes are needed to make up for the difference in power loss.

The angle at which I had Kenzie hold the flashes relative to the wall was also strategically chosen. We know from Chapter 3 that the angle of incidence equals the angle of reflection. This is important; if you choose the wrong angle of incidence, the reflecting angle from the bounced light could miss Laura. That would defeat the purpose of using flash.

Figure 12.6: Now you can see the results of adding flash to help with the light intensity of the wall in front of Laura. Since the flash is pointed toward the wall, the light source illuminating Laura remains the wall, not the flash. This is evident in the softness of the shadow edge to Laura’s left (camera right). The wall is so large that the resulting light is soft and flattering. The key is to use the flash not as the light source but as a tool to create another light source that is much bigger. In this case, it was the wall in front of the subject. That is the reason why this portrait looks as if it was lit by beautiful, natural light. The two top benefits that flash provides in this image are the gorgeous illumination in her eyes with flattering catchlights, and the ability to keep the ISO at 100, which delivers the best possible image quality. Win win!
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FIGURE 12.6 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/4, 1/200

Figure 12.7: For this photo, I added Kenzie to the photo to give it a bit of a fashion flare. I also changed my aperture from f/4 to f/2.8 to allow a little more light from the flash into my exposure to increase the quality of the catchlights. This move really paid off. The catchlights for both Laura and Kenzie look absolutely beautiful, making their eyes look alive. This is a superb example of how flash can work together with natural light seamlessly to bring out the best in your work.

Figure 12.8: During a class I was teaching in New York City, we found ourselves shooting in the late afternoon in a typical, narrow New York City street. The buildings all around us blocked what little light was left from the sun. The weak, natural light was not doing the beautiful model Veronica justice, and her eyes were dark. This is where flash can come to the rescue.
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FIGURE 12.7 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/2.8, 1/250
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FIGURE 12.8 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/2, 1/750

Figure 12.9: For this photo, I first slowed down the shutter speed by half a stop in order to bring in more ambient light. My goal was to place beautiful, warm light into her eyes and to highlight her bone structure. We used nothing more than a simple large collapsible diffuser by Profoto and one single off-camera flash placed to her left (camera right). We placed the diffuser as close as possible to her without allowing it to enter the frame. I also zoomed the flash head to 20mm to ensure that the light would spread throughout the diameter of the diffuser. This would deliver the softest light possible. Remember, the closer the light source is, the larger its relative size becomes. I kept all the other camera settings the same. Then I put the off-camera flash on manual mode and set it to 1/16 power, just as a starting point. If it looks too dark at that power setting, I simply move the flash up to 1/8 power. In the same way, if 1/16 is too bright, I dial down the flash power to 1/64 or 1/128, and so on. I do this until I feel the light from the flash blends nicely with the ambient light. Therefore, no one can really tell that a flash is being used, and the lighting looks wonderful.
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FIGURE 12.9 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/2, 1/500

A PROGRESSION OF LIGHT

As wonderful as natural light can be, maximizing its beauty without sacrificing quality requires that your subject stand at the perfect place based on the CLEs at your location. Let’s call this place “the glow zone.” We demonstrated this “glow zone” time and time again with the photos of Sydney in Chapter 6. But not all photo shoots happen at the perfect place at the perfect time. In less than ideal CLE situations, the optimal “glow zone” may not exist, or it may need just a little boost. This is where flash can help you create great images that glow—and it can save you time in the process. The following photos illustrate a sequence of shots I took in less than ideal conditions during one of my workshops in Chicago. I was demonstrating to my students how to create the “glow zone” look using flash.

Figure 12.10: This is the first photo we took in the sequence. As you can see, there are some CLEs present that are helping us, and there are other factors that are working against us. First, the ground Brooke is standing on is light gray (CLE-5), and the sun is behind her (CLE-1). To camera right, there is a red brick building. The color red and the texture of brick are not conducive to being a great reflector (CLE-4). To camera left, there are no walls nearby that could effectively reflect light back toward Brooke (CLE-4). This means that most of the light is traveling vertically from the sun down to the ground and from the ground back up.
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FIGURE 12.10

Figure 12.11: The results are mixed. The lighting is good but not great. There is plenty of darkness in her eye sockets caused by the direction of light. That tells us we need help.

Figure 12.12: Next, we place a diffuser near her to act as a wall sending horizontal light back toward Brooke’s face (CLE-2 and CLE-4).

Figure 12.13: This is much better. More light is now illuminating the left side of Brooke’s face. However, there is still not enough pop. Personally, I prefer to have one side of my subject’s face a little brighter than the other to give the photo a sense of dimension. Otherwise, the lighting can look flat. A reflector here could work but it might reflect too much light, and we would lose the softness that we are looking for.

Figure 12.14: Since I already had a diffuser out and ready to go, I decided it would be best to just add a trickle of soft light on the left side of her face using flash. The diffuser would increase the relative size of the light source, giving us soft and flattering light.
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FIGURE 12.11 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/2.8, 1/180

[image: ]

FIGURE 12.12
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FIGURE 12.13 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/2.8, 1/180
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FIGURE 12.14

Figure 12.15: This is the final photograph. With the flash on manual, I began with my usual power of 1/16. Then, I dialed it up or down until the blending of the light between the flash and natural light appeared seamless. Now, we have a “glow zone” look and feel without having the perfect combination of CLEs present in the scene. Her eyes are bright and lively.

This series of photos was taken quickly on the streets of Chicago without giving much thought to the background. The purpose of the exercise was to stand anywhere and quickly create a great portrait using light from a flash to boost the natural light present at the scene. With a better background, this photo could be stunning. Take the time to study your subject’s eye sockets, and ask yourself if horizontal light is needed to fill in the darkness in the eyes. If the CLEs around you cannot produce enough light, then use flash.
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FIGURE 12.15 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/4, 1/180

CHANGING THE SHAPE AND RELATIVE SIZE OF A SINGLE DIFFUSER

Flash Closer or Further Away from the Diffuser

The distance between the flash and the diffuser is critical to defining the softness of the light. Similarly, you may wish to make the light source smaller in order to achieve a harder, more contrasting light. In this case, all you have to do is bring the flash closer to the light modifier in order to use only a portion of the diffuser. Let’s look at a couple diagrams.

Figure 12.16: This will produce a harder, more contrasting light because you are essentially making the light source smaller.

Figure 12.17: By placing the flash further away from the diffuser, the light rays have space to spread out, reaching the entire surface of the diffuser. This takes advantage of the entire diameter of the diffuser, and thus makes the light much softer.
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FIGURE 12.16 Flash in close proximity to diffuser
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FIGURE 12.17 Flash further away from diffuser

Short Side and Long Side of a Diffuser

When using a simple collapsible reflector for modifying your flash, you actually have more options and versatility than you may initially think. We know that placing the flash further away or closer to the diffuser changes the size of the light source by utilizing more or less of the surface of the diffuser. You can also further soften the light by moving the diffuser sideways. This creates a short side or a long side, relative to the subject’s face. Note that for these examples, I used a Profoto 47" translucent diffuser.

Figure 12.18: By moving the diffuser sideways such that more of the diffuser material is behind the subject’s face, you are effectively creating a small strip light feel without the need to buy a strip softbox. This causes the light to fall off very rapidly. Because there is not enough diffusing material in front of the subject’s face, no light will be able to reach the darker side of the subject. The flash is angled in such a way as to further direct the light rays toward one side of the subject’s face. Naturally, the flash is on the other side of the diffuser. Play around with the flash head direction, and you will discover interesting variations of this lighting effect.
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FIGURE 12.18 Short side

Figure 12.19: This is an example of one possible result when shooting with the short side of the diffuser. As you can see, the circular diffuser takes on more of a strip light look. This is very effective if you wish to create a dramatic and high-contrast lighting style.
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FIGURE 12.19 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/3.5, 1/200

Figure 12.20: Next, slide the diffuser sideways until most of the diffuser is in front of the subject’s face. What this is doing is basically increasing the size of the light source in front of the person’s face. In this position, the light rays will be able to reach the darker side of the face, softening the light. This time, the flash is angled in such a way as to favor the darker side of the face.
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FIGURE 12.20 Long side

Figure 12.21: The differences between this image and Figure 12.19 are easily apparent. Now, Peihu’s face is lit with much softer light. Both sides of his face are receiving light, and there is dimension to his face because one side is still lit brighter than the other. Achieving this look with conventional light modifiers would require much more of a setup and expense.
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FIGURE 12.21 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/2.5, 1/90

GIVING WINDOW LIGHT A BOOST

Figure 12.22: In this example, we have a great model seated about 15 feet from a window to his right. The orange wall makes a clean background for a portrait. The problem is that the window light is too far away. In this image, the light is dead, flat, and unflattering with no dimension. But with careful use of modified flash, this is not a problem; essentially, we can bring the “window” closer to him.

Figure 12.23: Since the window light is too far from our subject, I decided to create a new window by firing flash through a simple diffuser. When the flash illuminates the large diffuser, the diffuser becomes the new light source illuminating the subject. Since the diffuser is much larger than our model’s head, it will produce a dynamic but soft light.

Figure 12.24: Look at the difference between this photo and Figure 12.22. The flashes were placed far enough from the diffuser so that when they fired, the spread of light reached every corner of the diffusion panel. This made the light source as big as possible, creating a very flattering, soft light. Make sure that your flash is on manual mode. If the light is too strong, you can just tone it down a notch, and if the light is too weak, you can crank it up until the lighting looks good. You can also change the aperture to reduce or increase the flash’s influence on the exposure. In this case, I wanted to keep the wall out of focus. Therefore, my aperture could not safely be any smaller than f/4.
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FIGURE 12.22 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/2.8, 1/90
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FIGURE 12.23

There are four ways to influence the power of the flash on your exposure:


	Change the actual power of the flash up or down

	Change the ISO

	Change the aperture

	Change the distance from the light to the subject



If you are shooting in a hurry, changing the aperture is probably the fastest way to increase or decrease the flash’s influence on the exposure. But if you have five seconds and you wish to use the same aperture, then simply choose the first option and change the power of the actual flash unit up or down.
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FIGURE 12.24 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/4, 1/90
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CHAPTER 13

ADVANCED FLASH TECHNIQUES

As a professional photographer, one of the best decisions I have made to improve my work is to always ask myself the question “Can the lighting be improved?” before pressing the shutter button. Natural light is capable of possessing qualities that make photographs truly great. But it can often fall short, depending on the time of day and weather conditions. There are far too many variables that must be perfect for natural light to be at its best. A photographer cannot depend on these natural light variables to line up perfectly at every photo shoot.

And when natural light is not at its best, having knowledge of flash can really save the day. There is so much photographic potential with so many creative opportunities when using flash, where you can either help natural light or create a look that is simply impossible with just natural light. One key example: flash’s ability to separate the exposures between the subject and the environment. Without flash, everything falls under the same exposure. But if you wish to underexpose the ambient and boost the light on your subject, you must separate the exposures. Flash can do that for you.

The primary purpose of this chapter is to show you the potential and magic that flash can bring to your work through techniques that are simple to execute, inexpensive, and very effective. I owe much of the success I have had in my career to the flash techniques I describe in this chapter.

CREATING SEPARATION BETWEEN THE SUBJECT AND BACKGROUND THROUGH LIGHTING

Figure 13.1: While walking through the lobby of The Signature hotel in Las Vegas during one of my workshops, I noticed the really unusual backlit material of its decorative columns. As you can see, the column was yellow, and model Kenzie’s hair and dress were also yellow. I thought that the different shades of yellow would work well for a photo. However, the window was too far away from the column to provide me with any kind of high-quality light. Also, I wanted to create separation between Kenzie and the yellow column. The answer was to use a flash to separate the exposures. The window light would illuminate the column, and the flash would illuminate Kenzie. I already had a Profoto flash set up with a softbox, so I decided to use it. I could have just as easily used a Canon flash through a diffuser, but for convenience I used what I had available to me. Remember: light is light. The small reflector to Kenzie’s left was used to boost the illumination on the left side of her lip.

Without flash, the light quality would have been far too weak to take advantage of the ornate backdrop. More importantly, by adding flash, I was able to separate the exposures. I could now control both the ambient exposure and the flash exposure separately. The reason why my assistant was holding the flash with the softbox so close to Kenzie’s face was to increase the relative size of the light source and thus create softer light.

Figure 13.2: This is the result of separating exposures and improving the quality of light present at the scene. If you could imagine that the window to Kenzie’s right was just a few feet away from her face, the lighting on her face would have been similar. But, consequently, that window light would have also blown out the background since it was already backlit. For this situation, you first expose for the background until it looks good to you. Next, you turn on the flash and point it toward the subject’s face, making sure that it does not illuminate the background. Finally, turn the power up or down on your manual flash until the exposure on your subject also looks good to you, then take the photo. It’s that simple.
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FIGURE 13.1
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FIGURE 13.2 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/5.6, 1/125

Figure 13.3: This photo of Veronica was taken during a class in New York City. I wanted to demonstrate flash’s ability to separate the subject from the background. This photo was taken as a starting point, without any flash.

Figure 13.4: For this photo, we simply added a flash zoomed to 20mm to throw light everywhere. This would ensure that some of the light rays would reflect off cars, walls, the sidewalk, etc. The flash was positioned about 10 feet behind Veronica to camera right. You can see the light on her hair. The flash successfully separates her from the background, making the rest of the street scene lighter in color, which contrasts better with her darkly colored clothes. This is a great technique to use when shooting in a street environment, and it only requires one off-camera flash.
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FIGURE 13.3 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/2, 1/350
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FIGURE 13.4 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/2, 1/200

Figure 13.5: This is an example of a technique that I don’t use much, but when I do, it always proves to be useful when shooting in a distracting environment. Again, you only need one off-camera flash for this technique to work. During a trip to Peru, I posed my model in the worst possible place I could think of, with terrible lighting and numerous distractions everywhere behind her.
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FIGURE 13.5

Figure 13.6: This result was achieved by placing a single flash 10 feet behind the model. Since this example is right out of camera, you can still see the man holding the flash behind her. The flash was at full power on manual and well within the sync speed to ensure maximum influence on the scene. This photo was taken in black and white and has had no editing done to it. Thanks to this technique, I was able to create an impactful image out of next to nothing.
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FIGURE 13.6 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/2.8, 1/90

Figure 13.7: This example was made in the city of Bucharest, Romania. I wanted to demonstrate how important it is to at least try to create some separation via lighting to give photographs a higher impact value. Most photographers don’t take the time to create separation with light, so the professionals who do really stand out from the crowd. This is the photo without any flash. The separation is only achieved through selective focus and a shallow aperture that renders the background deeply out of focus.
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FIGURE 13.7 Camera Settings: ISO 125, f/2.8, 1/180

Figure 13.8: Here, we added a flash approximately 15 feet behind the couple to camera right. The flash was zoomed to 200mm to give it a spotlight effect and ensure that the light from the flash would not interact with any other objects at the scene; it would only illuminate the couple. I used the flash on manual and brought the power up or down until I was satisfied with the results. As I have mentioned before, I usually start with my flash at 1/16 power and proceed from there.

Figure 13.9: This photo was taken on a cloudy, rainy day in Cologne, Germany. With the savvy use of flash, though, photos do not have to look dark and depressing like the weather. This is the photo without flash. Now, we will see what flash can do to create extraordinary results in this less-than-ideal situation.
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FIGURE 13.8 Camera Settings: ISO 125, f/2.8, 1/180
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FIGURE 13.9

Figure 13.10: Look at the difference. Flash can help photographers overcome a situation that would force others to cancel the photo shoot. The results are exceptional, and the technique is simple. Again, one off-camera flash on manual mode at 1/8 power was zoomed wide to 20mm to backlight as many raindrops as possible. There was a building in front of the couple that reflected some of the light from the flash back into the couple’s faces. No amount of Photoshop could recreate this, and if it could, it would take hours of work. Why resort to such tedium when you can just use flash?

[image: ]

FIGURE 13.10 Camera Settings: ISO 500, f/3.5, 1/200

Figure 13.11: Here is a situation that occurs frequently at weddings. We see an interesting background, such as these rows of lovely trees with pink flowers. We place the couple in front of that background and we take a photograph. But take a closer look at the couple’s eyes. They are dark. As gorgeous as the background may be, raccoon eyes are hardly desirable. Even if you crank up the ISO, the available natural light simply won’t reach their eyes. Here, I also noticed that the pink flowers were transparent, so any lighting from behind would really show through. The petals are not raindrops, like in the previous example, but when backlit, they would come alive like the rain did. It was time to pull out the flash and harness the true potential of this location.
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FIGURE 13.11

Figure 13.12: I had my assistant stand approximately 10–15 feet from the couple and hide between them. The flash was zoomed out to 20mm to maximize the spread of light illuminating both rows of trees. There was a building behind me that would reflect the light from the flash back toward the couple and serve as fill. I set my flash at my usual manual power of 1/16 and took a test shot. Then I adjusted the power up or down until the light looked natural. In most cases it takes only two test photos to dial in the perfect power settings on the flash. See how this photo comes alive?! The pink petals are beautifully backlit, and the couple’s eyes now possess a flattering light. I used one off-camera flash, which took less than 30 seconds to set up. It was well worth the extra effort!
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FIGURE 13.12 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/3.5, 1/200

RETAINING THE INTEGRITY OF THE MOOD WITH FLASH

Figure 13.13: During a workshop in Toronto, the temperature plummeted so low that we were forced to do all photography inside the hotel. We were given permission by the bar manager to take some photos at the bar due to the rain and frigid temperatures outside.

The first thing I noticed as I entered the room was the unique atmosphere of the bar. There were tungsten lights everywhere, and they were warmer than usual. Also, notice how far the window is from the bar. Even on a bright sunny day, the window light would be far too weak to photograph at this distance. In our case, there was no sun, so very little light made it through the window at all. As I pulled out my flash to create a beautiful portrait of Kaitlin, some of my students were a bit shocked, wondering why I would ruin the mood of the place with a bright flash. But I used a 1/2 CTO filter over my flash to warm up the light and match the reference light around me (CLE-10). It is very important to follow CLE-10; otherwise, the light from the flash would not make logical sense in the photo, and it would feel out of place with the rest of the mood of the bar. You must base flash on something around you so that everything mixes together seamlessly.
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FIGURE 13.13

Figure 13.14: This photo was heavily illuminated by flash, yet it appears to be lit by the ambient light at the bar. The light is soft and warm, in keeping with the mood. I used only a 1/2 CTO because if I had used a full CTO, the light would have looked too orange for Kaitlin’s skin tone. We used the same technique as described earlier, shooting a flash through a diffuser to increase the relative size of the light source. Then we chose to work with the flash on manual power, turning it up or down until the light from the flash matched the lighting from the bar. It is portraits such as this one that remind us that a flash can be as flattering as any other light source when used correctly. Knowing the principles of the behavior of light, which are covered in Chapter 3, is critical to understanding how to use or modify the flash to give you the results you desire.
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FIGURE 13.14 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/2.8, 1/30

Figure 13.15: During a trip to Sao Paulo, Brazil, I was demonstrating to my class how to use the lighting reference point described in CLE-10 to complement the mood and appearance of any location using flash. This photo was taken inside an expo hall, where the booths were being set up for the next day. The lighting is quite challenging here. First, it is dark, and second, the only light source is coming from above, casting unflattering shadows on the model’s face.
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FIGURE 13.15

Figure 13.16: To retain the mood of a location, it is key to use the direction and color of the lighting reference point. To achieve this here, the light from the flash had to come from above the model to simulate the light mounted on the ceiling. We positioned our flash to be shot through a diffuser to soften the light. Then, I adjusted the pose to bring the subject’s chin up toward the light, filling in her face with light to remove the unflattering shadows. Now when someone looks at this photo, they most likely think that the light illuminating her face comes from the light directly above her. However, it was all flash.
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FIGURE 13.16 Camera Settings: ISO 250, f/5.6, 1/200

Figure 13.17: During another class demonstration with flash, I had the model sit on a chair near a lamp that had a burned-out light bulb. This is a prime example of using a lighting reference point described in CLE-10. I wanted to better illuminate the model, but the lighting in that room was far too weak. Therefore, using flash was the logical solution. However, flash must be used carefully so its presence is unnoticed. The lamp was the perfect object to serve as the reference point light source. Since there was no functioning light bulb inside, I placed my flash, gelled with a CTO filter, on top of the lamp base pointed toward the shade to simulate the orange color of the lamp. When the flash fired, it would appear as if the lamp was on.
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FIGURE 13.17

Figure 13.18: After experimenting with the flash power on manual, I zoomed the flash head to 200mm to narrow the beam of light and avoid as much light spill as possible. Finally, I posed the model and fired the flash. It’s pretty cool to think you can turn on any lamp using flash and create a great portrait! Anyone viewing this photo would think that the light illuminating the model comes from the lamp when, in fact, the lamp did not even work.
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FIGURE 13.18 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/2.8, 1/1000

CONTROLLED LIGHT (REMOVING ALL AMBIENT LIGHT)

Figure 13.19: Once again at The Signature hotel in Las Vegas, I noticed an oddly shaped tabletop placed over a cream-colored carpet in the lobby. As I studied the location, I noticed the following: The light from the window was so far away that it wouldn’t contribute much to a photo, and the artificial ceiling lights were far too yellow in color and temperature; therefore, any use of available light was not going to work.

But instead of walking away and looking for another photo opportunity closer to the window, I decided to make it work. The shape of the dark brown table over the light-colored carpet was too enticing to let go. I asked Kenzie to lie down on the table, and I posed her. Then I asked one of my students to hold the Profoto light modified with a small octabox. This time, I did not want the light too close to her because I wanted the flash to also illuminate the table. But, as we all now know, the further the light was from Kenzie, the harsher the light would become, so this became a balancing act. Since the Profoto light was the only light source, the distance from the light to the subject really did matter. If the light was too far away from her, it would cause the shadows on her face to have a harder edge.
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FIGURE 13.19

I chose to stand on a chair to photograph from an angle that would show both the table and the light-colored carpet. After all, that’s what caught my attention in the first place. To completely remove any ambient light from entering my exposure, I changed my aperture to f/8 and kept my ISO at 100. At these settings, the only light contributing to my exposure would come from the flash. The last step was to simply turn up the flash’s power higher and higher until the exposure looked good. This is the reason why I almost always have my flashes on manual.

Figure 13.20: This is the final result of removing all ambient light from influencing the exposure and using only flash to illuminate the portrait. By modifying the flash and varying the distance from the flash to the subject, the result is a high-impact portrait with great catchlights, good separation from the background, and a high-quality file since the photograph was created at ISO 100.
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FIGURE 13.20 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/8, 1/125

Figure 13.21: This is a test shot for ambient light during a workshop in Chicago with model Brooke. I was doing a quick demonstration to show how a photographer can add impact and drama to a photo in seconds with only one off-camera flash. This photo is lit by only natural light. It is simple—and slightly boring. I pulled out my off-camera flash to turn this average photo into something more exciting.
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FIGURE 13.21 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/2.8, 1/250

Figure 13.22: The first move was to eliminate the flat, natural light. I changed my aperture from f/2.8 all the way to f/16 and kept my ISO at 100. At these settings, no natural light registered on my sensor; it looked completely black when I took a test photo. The next step was to turn on my off-camera flash and shoot it through a diffuser very close to Brooke. The proximity of the diffuser to the subject would increase the relative size of the light source and therefore soften the light. At first, the flash was too weak, so I simply turned the dial up to increase the power of the flash until I got the exposure I wanted. Next, I asked Brooke to turn her face quickly to her left, knowing that the flash would completely freeze the movement, including every strand of hair. When a flash is your main light source, it freezes movement. This photo and the previous photo using only natural light (Figure 13.21) were taken only a minute apart. Flash can completely change the look of photos quickly and give you great results.
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FIGURE 13.22 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/16, 1/200

Figure 13.23: For the cover of this book, I envisioned the dress’s fringe flying around in mid-air. I wanted this image to give the illusion that everything was in movement except for Kiara’s head, which would be perfectly still with her eyes looking straight at the camera. To do this, I needed to maximize the flash’s motion-freezing capabilities. To freeze fast-moving action perfectly, it is best to remove all natural light. Natural light is a constant light source. Most constant light sources, including the sun, simply cannot compete with a flash’s flash duration time. The burst from the flash fires at incredibly fast speeds, freezing everything it reaches. I was photographing this cover photograph outdoors under direct sunlight, so I had to use my camera settings to remove all natural light from influencing the exposure. The settings were ISO 100, 1/400 of a second, f/14.
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FIGURE 13.23 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/14, 1/400
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FIGURE 13.24

If you are wondering how it is possible to shoot faster than the camera’s sync speed (without using high-speed sync), the answer is that I was using a medium format camera with a leaf shutter lens, which can sync up to 1/1600 of a second. That fast sync speed feature of leaf shutter lenses can be handy in extreme situations such as this one. I used two flashes (strobes), one modified with a large six-foot umbrella placed directly in front of the model to serve as the main light, and the second flash to her left (camera right), modified with a Broncolor Para 88 pointed at her face to function as a gentle accent light. This second light is what gives the left side of her face slightly more light than her right side. Without the accent light, Kiara’s face would appear to be flat because it would be lit evenly. To provide some dimensionality to the photo, one side of the face should be brighter than the other. The lighting is soft and flattering because both light sources are relatively large. See Figure 13.24 for a quick look at the behind-the-scenes setup.

CREATING CLEAN SILHOUETTES USING FLASH

Figures 13.25 and 13.26: One of my favorite techniques with a flash demonstrates its ability to transform what you see with the naked eye into something quite unexpected. For example, these photos were taken inside a typical conference room in the basement of a hotel in Boston. The room was windowless, lit only by yellow overhead tungsten lights. The walls were covered in mass-produced corporate wallpaper, material just decent enough to do the job with minimal expense. There was nothing flattering about that room.

But with the flash set on the floor at full power on manual mode, you can blow out everything in the background, giving you a clean white background, which is perfect for a beautiful silhouette. The flash was placed on the floor on its small mount pointed toward the wall with the flash head zoomed to 35mm. You may have to play with the flash zoom in order to include the entire wall within the frame. This is another example of how flash allows a photographer to produce beautiful images in worst-case scenarios and challenging locations. Imagine the possibilities when you can transform the wall of any room into a clean white canvas, onto which you can pose your subjects.
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FIGURE 13.25 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/4.5, 1/200
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FIGURE 13.26 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/4.5, 1/200

Figure 13.27: Here, I am returning to the wedding in Sarasota, Florida, which occurred during a hurricane, to show you the process of photographing in inclement weather. The rain was relentless, and I was forced to adapt and find places to photograph the couple that were under the protection of a roof but were still somehow special. Rain or shine, clients expect us to produce great work. If you are a professional photographer, your ability to adapt and consistently produce great work should be expected. In this case, a building with Middle Eastern architecture caught my eye. There was a roof inside the hallway, and the windows were dark inside their frames. The darkness is what gave me the idea to use flash to bring the photo to life with a silhouette. I noticed the yellow/orange lights hanging from the ceiling. Those lights would be my lighting reference point (CLE-10).
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FIGURE 13.27

Figure 13.28: By exposing for the brightest point in the scene, any details of the building would go to black, leaving only its Middle Eastern outline. I posed the couple under the largest arch, placed a flash on the ground pointed toward the wall and gelled it with a half CTO filter to help match the orange color of the overhead lights. I did not want any light illuminating my clients. I wanted just the wall to be lit. This is the only way I could make the light from the flash more believable. I also had to make the photo appear as if there were lights illuminating the pathway. Even though that’s a stretch, it was better than the alternative of pointing the flash toward the couple, leaving a strong rim light around them. That would be much less believable. So, I chose the better of the two options and created this beautiful image for my clients. Without flash, this photo would have not been possible.
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FIGURE 13.28 Camera Settings: ISO 640, f/2.8, 1/30

CREATING GRAPHIC INTEREST WITH SHADOWS CREATED BY FLASH

Shadows can add a great deal of visual interest to a photograph. Shadows are naturally created by light, so when the ambient light is weak, the flash can, once again, come to the rescue. The items you need for this technique are a clean background, an object to shoot through, and an off-camera flash. That’s it. I often use this technique to spice up a dull or boring location. Let’s look at a few examples.

Figure 13.29: This photo was taken on a convention expo floor in Sao Paulo, Brazil. The clean white wall was perfect for casting shadows. We found a chair with a wood-paneled backrest, which I thought would be perfect to shine light through with the flash. I left the flash head on auto zoom for this photo. To create the type of shadow you want, you must remember how light behaves (Chapter 3). The further the light is from an object, the smaller the relative size of the light source will be; thus, the light will create crisper shadows with harder edges. On the other hand, if you were to bring the flash closer to the chair, the flash would increase in relative size to the chair and cast a softer light. The result would be shadows with edges too soft to cast a clear pattern on the wall. In this example, placing the flash approximately four feet from the chair created the perfect shadow on the wall.
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FIGURE 13.29

Figure 13.30: Here is the result of shooting a flash through an ordinary object to create great visual interest. I carefully posed the model so that the strip of light would cross her eyes. Imagine this photo without the flash’s help. It would look dull, and the low light in the room would not be flattering to the subject.
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FIGURE 13.30 Camera Settings: ISO 250, f/4, 1/200

Figure 13.31: This was a fun image to create, and it utilizes the same principles from the previous example, except this time the shadow was cast on a clean white ceiling, not a wall. The flash was placed around eight feet in front of the couple, angled perfectly to cast a clean shadow of their bodies on the ceiling on the other side of the arch. The photo without the shadow would have been attractive, but with the shadow on the ceiling, it takes the photo to a new level of creativity.
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FIGURE 13.31 Camera Settings: ISO 320, f/3.2, 1/60

Figure 13.32: One of the most challenging aspects of this flash technique is to keep your eyes wide open for any opportunities that could manifest themselves. These opportunities are not always obvious, and it requires you to pay close attention to unusual objects. During a fine art photo shoot in Winnipeg, Manitoba, I was walking around Aspire Studios where I spotted an air vent close to the floor in a dark room. With flash, this air vent was all that was needed to create an impactful photograph.

Figure 13.33: I asked the make-up artist to please hold a single off-camera flash, set to manual power, and point it toward the air vent from the other side of the wall, as shown here.

Figure 13.34: Next, we adjusted the power of the flash, as well as the aperture, shutter speed, and ISO to shape the shadow cast on the floor. Once the shadow was right, we placed the model, Amber, on the floor, so that the shadow from the air vent would be cast onto her body.
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FIGURE 13.32
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FIGURE 13.33
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FIGURE 13.34

Figure 13.35: The resulting image—which began by spotting a simple air vent—transformed the location into a special photograph. The flash was zoomed to 200mm in order to narrow the beam of light as much as possible. Since the room was already dark, it did not take much power for the flash to cast a clear, distinct shadow on the model.
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FIGURE 13.35 Camera Settings: ISO 250, f/4.5, 1/125

CREATING A LOW-CONTRAST, DREAMY, HAZY EFFECT USING FLASH

This technique creates one of my all-time favorite effects. It’s not for everybody, and it can prove to be frustrating at times, but when you get it right, it looks terrific! This effect is accomplished by pointing an off-camera flash toward the camera lens. When the light rays from the flash enter the lens and strike the sensor, the contrast in the image is dramatically reduced, resulting in a very dreamy effect. This is especially useful when shooting boudoir, as well as when you want to add a sense of dreamy mystery to a portrait. This effect is also successful at reducing wrinkles on someone’s face by taking away much of the contrast.

Figure 13.36: This first photo shows how to set up for the low-contrast/dreamy effect.

Figure 13.37: The flash here creates a nice separation between the subjects and the trees, but it was placed in the wrong spot. None of the light from the flash actually strikes the camera’s lens.

Figure 13.38: The adjustment we made was to move the person holding the flash to the right side of the camera frame and fire the flash on manual at 1/2 power. Then I asked that person to move a little to the left or right, up or down, until the flash struck the camera lens perfectly. There is no exact science to this direction. It must be done through trial and error. Your goal is to see that the lens flare caused by the light passing through the lens is not on your subjects. Micro movements with the camera or the flash can position the lens flare circles in different places. Keep moving around until your subjects are clear. To get the most light to enter the lens, I find that positioning the flash between 10 and 20 feet from the lens works best.
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FIGURE 13.36 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/4, 1/180
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FIGURE 13.37 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/4, 1/125
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FIGURE 13.38

Figure 13.39: This is the final result of pointing the flash toward the lens at the perfect angle to create this dreamy effect while avoiding lens flare circles on your subjects. As you can see, it can be a very flattering look. If this is not your style, that’s perfectly fine. But I still encourage you to try it out during practice and use the technique on a client if you wish to change it up a little bit. Having multiple options never hurts.
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FIGURE 13.39 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/4.5, 1/180

Figure 13.40: During a photo walk in New York, I was bored by the low quality of available light toward the end of the afternoon. I decided to use this technique to create something a little more exciting—or at least more visually interesting.

Figure 13.41: For this final photo, I had one of my students hold a flash behind the yellow flowers to the left of the camera frame. I adjusted the power of the off-camera flash up and down until I achieved the right amount of light hitting the lens. What’s great about this technique is that you can choose to dial it up or down to your heart’s desire. For example, this photo contains a very low dose of this effect. It lowered the contrast and gave the image a subtle dreamy effect without going overboard. If too much light hits the lens, the photo will turn almost pure white. This technique requires a balancing act and subtle tweaking to achieve the look you want.
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FIGURE 13.40 Camera Settings: ISO 500, f/2, 1/125
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FIGURE 13.41 Camera Settings: ISO 500, f/2, 1/125

Figure 13.42: This photo was taken late in the afternoon. There was very little light entering the window. To create a beautiful image when I had so little light to work with, I decided to use this technique to add a bit of romance to a boudoir photo. I had my assistant hold a flash in front of me and to my left, about eight feet away from the camera. I put the flash on manual at a fairly high power. Then I used my camera’s aperture and ISO to control how much of that light struck my sensor. At f/2.8, far too much light entered the sensor, making everything almost completely white. I set the aperture to f/4 and, although the result was better, it was still too strong for my taste. At f/5.6, the image was perfect. I then posed Jacquelyn and took this photo. Notice how soft her skin looks, because the light hitting the lens removed a lot of the contrast but left just enough to still see texture and color. Don’t hesitate to try this technique. You may love the results.
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FIGURE 13.42 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/5.6, 1/200


PART FIVE

EXECUTING YOUR LIGHTING VISION
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CHAPTER 14

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

In this book, we have discussed how to achieve optimum lighting for any situation, from headshots to weddings, fashion to portraits. I began by discussing the need to prioritize having a lighting vision over a lighting style. Whether you are a “portrait artist” or you simply photograph people in many different kinds of situations, I encourage you to break out of the mold and ask yourself how you want the light to fall on your subject in order to highlight what you, the photographer, wish to show the viewer. Think of yourself as a poet. Poets carefully choose the form of the poem and the words that go on the page with the intention of eliciting an emotional response from the reader. People photographers should have the same goal. If you were to always use studio strobes or natural light without any exceptions, it would be similar to using the same words for every poem you write. Therefore, having a lighting vision simply invites you, the photographer, to take a moment to think about what it is you want to say through the portrait by crafting the light to your will.

In Chapter 3, we went over the five key behaviors of light:


	Angle Behavior: The angle of incidence = the angle of reflection

	Inverse Square Behavior: The inverse square law of light

	Size Behavior: Relative size of the light source

	Color Behavior: The color of light

	Scatter Behavior: How predictable the light reflecting from any surface will be



These behaviors are predictable, and you can count on them no matter what kind of light you are using—whether that’s window light, flashes, strobes, or video lights. All of Picture Perfect Lighting refers back to these five behaviors because all lighting decisions, without exception, depend on them. If you truly take the time to understand these behaviors, you will discover a plethora of creative opportunities for your photography, and your frustrations with light will diminish.

After the five behaviors of light, I introduced you to a new way of finding, analyzing, and harnessing the best possible light in any location. I called this system circumstantial light elements, or CLEs. There are a total of 10 CLEs. Following three chapters of introducing, analyzing, and implementing circumstantial light elements, Chapter 7 introduced you to an original method of testing the quality of light at any location prior to shooting. I called this the lighting benchmark test. I stressed that I constantly use the lighting benchmark in my photo shoots, but I don’t necessarily restrict myself to its parameters. Every situation is different, and it requires that the photographer assess when it is appropriate to use the lighting benchmark. That said, the lighting benchmark has been responsible for the greatest improvements in the lighting of my photographs. I believe that if you follow it, you will also see huge improvement in your work. The fundamental goal for the lighting benchmark is to help you find a way to photograph portraits with the lowest ISO possible by adding any necessary light to the scene.

After you have employed the lighting benchmark test, the results will make it easier for you to determine whether or not you need helper light. Helper lights—which are reflectors, diffusers, video lights, and flashes—can be used individually or in combination to help you improve lighting conditions anywhere. Doing so allows you to photograph with lower ISOs while keeping the image quality at its highest. My mantra is to add necessary light to any situation instead of raising the ISO to compensate for low quality or quantity of light. Keep in mind that this is for portrait purposes, not photojournalism.

It has been a long journey. Now let’s go over some case studies in order to show you what mental steps I take to arrive at my lighting decisions while keeping in mind everything we discussed above. Naturally, these are my thought processes, and yours could very well differ from mine. That’s just fine. How you arrive at your lighting decisions is a personal choice. What matters most is that you have a vision in mind.

MY THOUGHT PROCESS REGARDING LIGHT

In photography, everything can be altered. Therefore, when I walk into any situation, I see all locations not for what they are, but merely as suggestions. For example, walking into a room with a well-lit window does not mean I have to use the window as my light source. It is just one suggestion. It’s as if the location is talking to me, suggesting, “Use the window,” or “Go to the lovely fountain at the park.” I can use the window if I choose to, or I can create my own light elsewhere. The decision is mine to make.

What I will do is quickly glance at every room or possible location and begin assessing the circumstantial light elements around me. I consider the direction of light, flat surfaces, the color of the walls and ground, the type of shadows, etc. Then I begin to think about the five behaviors of light and determine how I can use the CLEs to create the portrait I want. For example, if the window is indeed my chosen light source, then I know, from the inverse square law of light behavior, that if I place my subject very close to the window, the light will be very powerful at first, then fall off to darkness immediately. However, if I choose to create more even light for the portrait, I know that I can place my subject further away from the light source and the lighting will be more evenly distributed across the subject’s face.

Next, I decide on the pose. I ask myself two questions:


	Do I let the light source dictate the pose?

	Do I want to choose the pose and then create the light to complement my chosen pose?



I quickly take a test shot. My lighting benchmark test determines the quality and quantity of light in any given location. If the exposure is too dark given my lighting benchmark parameters, then I know I have to use helper light.

If helper light is required, I choose what type of helper light will be the most flattering and efficient. I base this decision purely on experience and from countless practice sessions. By practicing these types of scenarios, I can quickly determine what will give me the best results. I cannot stress enough how important practicing is. Without proper practice, you will be experimenting in front of your clients and you will appear unprepared or not in control. You might get lucky once in a while, but it’s better to rely on proven experience and not hope for a lucky break.

Finally, I refer once again to the CLEs and the five behaviors of light to determine how to use the helper light. Then I take the photo.

This sounds like a lot of steps, and it is. In my mind, this entire process happens in a matter of seconds. Again, I believe in the power of practicing. The more you practice, the faster the process becomes. Eventually, all of these decisions happen automatically and you won’t even consciously notice them.

Now let’s go through a series of photographs from different photo shoots to break down the thought process of each, from concept to final photograph.


CASE STUDIES AND EXERCISES

I highly encourage you to try to recreate most of these scenarios in order to master the concepts yourself. Treat the following case studies as exercises for you to tackle. Doing so will allow you to understand these techniques in depth instead of superficially.



LIGHTING CASE STUDIES

Case Study 1: Helper Light (Flash)

Figure 14.1: During a photo shoot for a dress designer in Lugano, Switzerland, I had the pleasure of working with Swiss model Nora for the initial part of the shoot. At first glance, the CLEs didn’t seem to be working in my favor. CLE-1 asks for the direction of light. Well, it was about to rain and there were dark clouds overhead. There is always a direction of light because the sun has to be somewhere, but in cases like this, it is irrelevant. There was not much sunlight coming through. This is a perfect example of how limiting yourself to only using natural light can really become a problem. The slight bit of light that was coming through was being absorbed by the green bushes (CLE-4). However, those same bushes provided a clean-patterned background (CLE-3) that contrasted nicely with the color of Nora’s dress. This was the defining factor for choosing this location for the photograph. I knew I couldn’t count on natural light, but I could rely on my flashes to create beautiful, soft light that would look completely natural. One key thing to notice is the lack of separation between Nora’s hair and the dark green bushes behind her. As a portrait artist, we must be aware of this problem and create that needed separation.

Figure 14.2: I used two flashes to create this image: one flash for the front and one flash at the back, held by my friend Marian, to function as a hair light. The front flash (main light) was photographed through a 52" diffuser to increase the size of the light source relative to Nora. This decision was based on the size behavior of light. The flash in the back was fired without a modifier. We simply changed the angle of the flash so that only some rays of light would strike Nora’s hair, and thus softly separate her from the bushes in the background. Most of the light from the flash was either illuminating the ground or pointed toward the sky, and neither of those areas would be included in the photo. This is a way of feathering the light from a bare flash.
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FIGURE 14.1
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FIGURE 14.2

Figure 14.3: This is the final photograph. You can see how nicely CLE-3 worked in this final image. The light on Nora’s face looks elegant and soft due to the size of the diffuser that we shot the flash through. Most importantly, the light from the rear flash provided much needed separation between Nora and the background. Separation is one of the key features of mixing flash with natural light.
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FIGURE 14.3 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/4, 1/250

Case Study 2: Helper Light (Reflector)

Figure 14.4: This photo of Jennifer and Mark was taken on the beautiful French island of St. Barts. The sunset was just incredible and provided a gorgeous backlight, creating a silhouette (CLE-1). But my vision for the image was not to have a silhouette. Instead, I envisioned subtle yet full detail on the side of Jennifer and Mark closest to the camera. However, the ground on which they were standing consisted of dark brown dirt (CLE-5). This type of texture absorbs more light than it reflects.

I did not want to settle for an alternative; therefore, I needed helper light. A flash would be too harsh unless it was highly modified, and I did not have any time to modify it. The best choice was a reflector. A reflector would bounce that warm and romantic light back toward the couple. We had to use the convex bending technique described in Chapter 8 to feather the light gently onto the couple. Otherwise, using the reflector in its default flat form would have reflected far too much light, taking away much of the romance.
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FIGURE 14.4 Camera Settings: ISO 800, f/5, 1/800

Case Study 3: Circumstantial Light Elements

Figure 14.5: For this photo, I used the circumstantial light elements to do all the heavy lifting for me. The source and direction of light came from the sun through a skylight above (CLE-1). The ground was somewhat glossy and light in color (CLE-5). This gave the entire room soft and even illumination. What really caught my attention were the sunspots on the ground. These pockets of clean light on the ground (CLE-7) were what gave me the idea for the photograph. By placing Lila adjacent to one of these pockets of light on the ground, that light would reflect back onto her dress (CLE-5). Therefore, no helper light was needed. The ground was already a large light source acting as a reflector. Furthermore, the intense light coming through the skylight coupled with the highly reflected light from the ground provided me with a great separation between the bride and the rest of the scene (CLE-9). This is just one example of why I stress the need to recognize and master all the CLEs.
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FIGURE 14.5 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/6.3, 1/160

Case Study 4: Circumstantial Light Elements

Figure 14.6: During a posing workshop in Izmir, Turkey, I noticed a clean pocket of light on the ground very similar to the one in the previous case study (CLE-7). This pocket of light on the ground was all I needed to create an impressive photograph. No helper light would be needed—again, because the CLEs are providing all the necessary light. All I had to do was adjust the pose to fit the direction of light.
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FIGURE 14.6

Figure 14.7: Here is the final photo. The key is the angle from which I took the photo. By choosing this angle, I can let the inverse square law of light behavior create flattering shadows to sculpt her face. This was the best angle to shoot from in order to feature those shadows. Because Nazli was relatively close to the open doorway, I knew that the light would fall off her face rather quickly. This would create a high-contrast photograph. Had I chosen to photograph this scene with the light source behind me, you would see the beautiful illumination on her face, but you would not see the shadows. Therefore, I created a pose and used a shooting angle that would clearly show the strong, flattering light illuminating Nazli’s face, as well as the shadows that give this image its beautiful texture on her face and veil.
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FIGURE 14.7 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/2.8, 1/2000

Case Study 5: Circumstantial Light Elements

Figure 14.8: This location does not look like much, but take a closer look while keeping the CLEs in mind. First, there is a large light source to the right with the large windows (CLE-1). The light source is right in front of a clean white wall (CLE-3). These two CLEs working together are all you need to create a great photo.
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FIGURE 14.8

Figure 14.9: As the sun changed position throughout the day, it created different types of light on the wall in front of the windows (CLE-3). At approximately 4:40 p.m., the sun was low enough to shine directly through the window, casting a strong light on the wall. The window frames cast a shadow on the wall, leaving two clean pockets of light (CLE-7). This time, the pockets of light were present on the wall and not on the floor, as they were in the previous examples. I posed Turkish model Murat to fit the light. For this photo, I placed him as far as possible from the window light to make sure the lighting intensity on him was almost identical from the front of his face to the back of his head. This is due to the inverse square law of light. The closer the subject is to the light source, the faster the light falloff will be. Therefore, if the subject is far away from the light source, the light will be more evenly distributed across his face because the falloff is almost imperceptible.
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FIGURE 14.9 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/3.5, 1/500

Case Study 6: Circumstantial Light Elements

Figure 14.10: Ten seconds after the previous photo was taken, I decided to use the inverse square law of light to create a portrait of Murat with the light falling off immediately. The window is a large light source. Thus, the size behavior of light ensures that the light will be soft (CLE-1 and CLE-4). This will cause the light to shape his face very nicely, giving it a more mysterious appearance in the photograph.
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FIGURE 14.10

Figure 14.11: This is the final image. I used the mirror to the left to produce a reflection in the image. This allowed me to place the reflection on the left side of the frame and Murat on the right side, balancing the image perfectly. Furthermore, Murat’s close proximity to a bright light source inside a room creates great separation because the room goes almost dark due to the fact that I exposed for the brightest point on Murat’s face (CLE-9). Notice how nicely the light falls off his face, and his ears are almost in complete darkness.
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FIGURE 14.11 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/3.5, 1/250

Case Study 7: Helper Light (Video Light)

Figure 14.12: This is one of my favorite engagement photos. The couple wanted something different, so I created this photograph for them in a hotel ballroom in Galveston, Texas. There was window light and some overhead tungsten lights. My vision for this photo did not include any window light, so I asked my assistant to block all the light from the windows. Next, I visualized the pose, and I used three video lights at various intensities to create the photo. The main light was the video light illuminating the reflection of their faces in the mirror. A second light was set to the lowest power to softly illuminate the veil. I used the last video light to illuminate the man’s chest.

When I say that you should prioritize having a lighting vision over a lighting style in Chapter 1, this photo demonstrates exactly what I mean. My vision called for me to be in complete control of the light. Had I used the window as the light source, this image would not have been possible.
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FIGURE 14.12 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/4, 1/40

Case Study 8: Helper Light (Flash)

Figure 14.13: During a workshop in Los Angeles, I was demonstrating the importance of always searching for a great quality of light, regardless of the weather conditions. Sure enough, a large cloud covered the sun and left us with open shade. As you can see by the behind-the-scenes photo, I asked my friend Andre to hold a flash behind a 52" diffuser to shoot through. Because of the size behavior of light, this large diffuser would provide a soft window-light look to the portrait and create separation from the background.
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FIGURE 14.13

Figure 14.14: With just one flash shot through a large collapsible diffuser, the lighting from the flash resembles window light. I used high-speed sync on the flash to bring my shutter speed up to 1/2000. Because the flash loses so much power when working on high-speed sync (Canon)—or focal plane mode (Nikon)—the flash had to be at 1/2 power to be strong enough to pass through the diffuser and reach Dylan and Ian. The image quality is great because the ISO was low, even though the shutter speed was high and we did not have a lot of sunlight to work with. For these reasons, I encourage you to learn how to use flash properly so that your portraits are of the highest quality possible.

Note that when shooting with natural light, our subjects’ eye sockets are often in shadow because of the face’s bone structure. On this shoot, the issue was amplified because there was not much sunlight to bounce around and reflect light back into the subjects’ eyes. Had I not used a flash, both Dylan’s and Ian’s eyes would have been significantly darker. However, with the flash, not only do you clearly see their eyes, but there is a flattering catchlight in Dylan’s eyes.
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FIGURE 14.14 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/2.5, 1/2000

Case Study 9: Helper Light (Reflector)

Figure 14.15: During one of our usual trips to Palm Springs, I wanted to take a quick portrait of my beautiful wife, Kim. I decided to use the window light as my main light source. I placed Kim as closely as possible to the light to take advantage of the increased intensity of light at close proximity to the light source. However, that same behavior also causes the light to fall off immediately because she is so close to the light source. Not many women want a portrait with split light. Therefore, I needed some helper light on camera right to fill in the shadows caused by the proximity to the window. I feathered the reflector to provide a soft, reflected light. The cream-colored wall in the background provided a clean, non-distracting background for the portrait (CLE-3). In this example, I adjusted the pose to fit the light.
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FIGURE 14.15 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/4, 1/800

Figure 14.16: For this fashion-like portrait of my friend Laura, I went in a completely opposite direction from the decisions I made when photographing Kim. This time, there was a large window in front of Laura that I decided to ignore. My vision was to create a sexy, fashion-like portrait of Laura, not a beauty portrait. Therefore, to create a sense of mystery, I positioned a flash on manual at almost full power, shot through a medium-sized softbox, high above her head to camera left. This placed the light on Laura’s hair and lips, leaving her eyes dark and mysterious, which added to the sexy and glamorous feeling I envisioned. In this photo, I adjusted the light to the pose.

The portraits of Kim and Laura are very similar in terms of the crop and the use of a clean wall as the background (CLE-3), but the two portraits could not be more different. Light should help you bring your vision to life.
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FIGURE 14.16 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/16, 1/250

Case Study 10: Helper Light (Flash)

Figure 14.17: During the groom portrait portion of this wedding in downtown Los Angeles, I noticed a great, moody room inside the venue. The problem was that the window behind me was the only light source providing that room with any light. It was dark! However, although that window behind me was far away and not helping much, it did give me a lighting reference point (CLE-10). My thought process was this: if there is a window behind me, it is very possible that there could be another window out of sight to camera right. In reality, there was no window, but I decided to create my own window by shooting a flash through the largest diffuser I had with me, which was 52" in diameter.
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FIGURE 14.17

Figure 14.18: I had my assistant put the flash on manual at 1/2 power and shoot it through the diffuser about eight feet away from Michael to camera right. I posed Michael accordingly. I needed the flash on normal sync because I couldn’t afford to lose any power from the flash as I tried to make it seem as if a window was creating the illumination to the right of the frame. Without flash, I would have had to resort to an ISO of at least 3200 in order to work at a reasonable shutter speed. But thanks to the flash acting like a window, I was able to lower my ISO to a surprising ISO 400 and still keep my shutter speed at 1/125. The lower ISO allowed the image to retain the mood without a large amount of digital noise degrading the image. Notice how clear the photo looks. You can see every detail, including his eyes, and you can even see detail in the black chair to the left of the image. For this reason, I always ask photographers around the world to add light to the scene instead of increasing the ISO. It takes an extra minute, and the results are extraordinary!
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FIGURE 14.18 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/6.3, 1/125

Case Study 11: Helper Light (Video Light)

Figure 14.19: During the wedding of my great friends Brooke and Cliff in New York City, we wanted to create a few portraits in the bar of the Ace Hotel. The problem was that there was only mood lighting, so everything was very dim. I asked my fellow photographer Collin to get two Ice Lights, one for each person, to create separation between the couple and the background. Once the separation was created, I was able to shoot their reflection in the small mirror on the left.
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FIGURE 14.19

Figure 14.20: This is the final image of Brooke and Cliff using two Ice Lights to create separation. I decided not to use flash because the dark wood-paneled walls were so glossy (CLE-4). This type of material would have been far too reflective with flash. Video light was more controllable in this situation, not to mention faster to execute.
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FIGURE 14.20 Camera Settings: ISO 1600, f/2.8, 1/60

Figure 14.21: Here, I noticed that the dark-colored curtain behind the bride would make a great background because the dark tones would contrast perfectly with her white dress (CLE-3). However, the window in front of the bride was not providing the necessary light intensity to create a clear separation (CLE-1). Therefore, I had to boost the window light with an Ice Light held by one of the bridesmaids. I then posed the bride with her chin up to fill her face with light.
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FIGURE 14.21

Figure 14.22: This is my final image. Keep the CLEs in mind as you begin to put together your image. As you can see here, the dark color of the curtain did work well as a background to help create separation. Had I left the curtain slightly open, it would have let a slit of light through, causing a major distraction. The video light not only provided the boost of light I needed, it also allowed me to pose the bride in a more flattering way by raising her chin up to the light.
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FIGURE 14.22 Camera Settings: ISO 250, f/2.8, 1/90

Case Study 12: Helper Light (Flash)

Figure 14.23: One of the most advantageous benefits of being familiar with flash is the ability to foresee how a scene can be altered using it. This is precisely what occurred during the making of this photograph. While I walked around the California Club in downtown Los Angeles, I noticed this elegant room decorated with classical paintings. I noticed a couple obstacles. First, the paintings were hanging too high, and second, there were strong yellow overhead lights pointing directly at the heads of the ladies in the paintings. The solution was to expose for the brightest point in the painting and to elevate the bride using a chair.

Figure 14.24: Next, the artist who painted these women did so in front of a flat background. Therefore, I envisioned an image where the bride and background appeared similar to the paintings. The only way to do that was to simulate the flat lighting. If light that is both flat and soft is needed, then that tells me that the light source must be very large to make the light soft, and the light must strike the bride directly from the front. This angle of lighting will flatten the photograph. If I had chosen to put the flash on either side of the bride, the light would have given her far too much dimension. Creating flat light like this is the same approach used for beauty lighting; because there is little texture with flat light, the subject’s wrinkles are minimized.
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FIGURE 14.23
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FIGURE 14.24

Figure 14.25: To flatten the light, I let the CLE do the work for me. There was a large flat wall behind me (CLE-2). If I pointed my flash toward the wall behind me, it would make that wall the new light source. Because there were no strong highlights or shadows in the scene, I knew TTL flash would work well here; there was nothing tricky about this particular place. Remember that TTL technology often gets tricked when the light in front of the lens is uneven. Therefore, on overcast days or indoors in a situation like this, TTL flash will be right on target with almost every push of the shutter button. I went ahead and rotated the on-camera flash head toward the wall behind me and fired, creating this beautiful and elegant photograph. The reason why the bride’s skin tones appear warm is because the wall behind me had a similar tan-colored wallpaper. The color behavior of light tells us that light will pick up any color it strikes. In this case, the white light from the flash turned tan because it picked up the color tone of the wallpaper.
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FIGURE 14.25 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/4, 1/45
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FIGURE 14.26 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/5, 1/125

Figure 14.26: To achieve the look of this photo of Nora in Switzerland, I used the same technique of flattening the light with one flash as described in the previous example. The flat wall behind me and in close proximity to Nora (CLE-2) became my light source, as I pointed my flash—again, in TTL mode—to strike the wall and reflect all that soft light back onto Nora and the entire scene. Notice how almost every corner of this photo is lit by the same intensity of light. This is a great technique to use to create beauty lighting. Flattening the light makes people appear younger because light strikes the face from many angles at once, filling every shadow caused by wrinkles with light.

Case Study 13: Circumstantial Light Elements

Figure 14.27: During a beautiful wedding at the California Club in downtown Los Angeles, I noticed this room on the other side of the building. The room had a thin rectangular shape such that two of the walls were fairly close to each other. Walls can work as reflectors, so this thin rectangular shape was a bonus (CLE-2). Another advantage I noticed was that this room featured tall, large windows facing the opposite wall that were in close proximity due to the room’s shape (CLE-1). Unfortunately, even though the room had a large window, the sun was on the opposite side of the building. This told me that the light coming into the room was not direct window light but fill window light, as discussed in Chapter 6. This meant that although the room was very beautiful, it was also very dark.
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FIGURE 14.27 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/4, 1/40

The difficulty I faced with this photograph was that I was not expecting to take a photo there. I was simply walking by on my way to another room. Therefore, I did not have any of my helper light equipment with me, and we were running out of time. I was determined not to raise my ISO to 6400 to bring up the shutter speed to be fast enough to avoid blur. The answer was to find a table to use as a tripod to prop up the camera and to use the camera’s mirror lock-up feature to avoid any camera shake when taking the exposure. Last but not least, the background was very symmetrical and graceful (CLE-3). These are all things we must keep track of in order to master the ability to recognize CLEs in any environment.

The stage was set for a beautiful and elegant portrait of the bride and groom. What makes this particular portrait stand out is the detail on the backs of the bride and groom. Of course I had to slow down the shutter speed to 1/40 to gather enough light to yield detail. Usually, placing a couple in front of a large window will result in more of a silhouette. But in this case, the wall behind me was large, and thus reflected soft light back at the couple (CLE-4). The detail on the back of her dress is key to the image. If the wall behind me had been further away from the window, it would have weakened its reflective capabilities. No helper light was needed for this portrait, and I was still able to take this photograph with a low ISO, which is always the goal—especially in portraiture. Keeping ISO numbers low while having enough light to create a well-lit portrait is why the lighting benchmark is so important.

It is worth noting that, although this room was far too dark to pass the lighting benchmark test, I stayed true to the lighting benchmark, but in a different way. I had to stabilize the camera on a tabletop using a very low shutter speed to gather sufficient light to create this result. The lighting benchmark’s main purpose is to encourage photographers to increase the amount of necessary light in any scene, instead of increasing the ISO and working with a low quality of light. Well, I did increase the light here by slowing down the shutter speed and allowing enough light to enter the exposure. For these reasons, I was able to keep my ISO low and, thus, take a high-quality portrait.

Figure 14.28: For this portrait of my friend Cliff, I was inspired by the billboard of the woman in black and white in the distance. I wanted to incorporate it somehow in the photo. My CLE training kicked in, and I immediately looked down at the ground to note its color and texture (CLE-5). To my surprise, it was a light gray color and fairly smooth. Therefore, the ground would become my reflector with no helper light necessary. I just had to adjust the pose so that Cliff’s face was pointed toward the reflector (the ground). It was a bright and sunny day in New York, so it was a challenge to keep one’s eyes open when facing the sun. I used the technique in Chapter 8 (“Time the Eyes”) to achieve a natural and relaxed feel. I asked Cliff to look at a specific point on the ground so that the reflected light from the ground illuminated his face. Then I asked him to close his eyes, and on my count to open them quickly and lock his eyes on the agreed spot. I pre-focused so that I would be ready when he opened his eyes.

Remember, when directly facing the sun or any other bright light, the photographer has less than a second from when the subject opens his or her eyes to take the photo before the eyes adjust and react to the overwhelming light. In this case, although the sun was in front of him, I had him looking down toward the ground to make it easier to obtain a natural expression under bright, sunny conditions.
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FIGURE 14.28

Figure 14.29: This is the final photo with the billboard in the background. From a lighting perspective, I did not need any helper light because I was photographing a man. It is more acceptable for men to have a bit of darkness in the eyes because it looks mysterious and sexy, but for women it’s best to add some horizontal light using any form of helper light to fill the eye sockets with light. Posing Cliff’s face toward the reflective ground certainly helped, but his eyes were too far from the ground, and therefore only a small amount of light from the ground reached his face.
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FIGURE 14.29 Camera Settings: ISO 200, f/4.5, 1/2000

Case Study 14: Helper Light (Diffuser and Flash)

Figure 14.30: This photo of Nora—created for the designer of the dress she’s wearing—was taken at a location that many photographers often use but can cause a big problem; however, this problem can be addressed using helper light. I am referring to photographing over green grass, such as in parks. According to the color behavior of light, which we discussed in Chapter 3, the green color of the grass is picked up by the light and transferred to our subject (CLE-5). This photo was the first test shot I took to see what issues needed to be addressed. Clearly the direct sunlight must be diffused to soften the feel and lower the contrast of the photograph. I had to photograph from this angle because Nora was surrounded by bushes. Therefore, I couldn’t alter my angle to deal with the light. The solution was to bring in some helper light with a diffuser.
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FIGURE 14.30

Figure 14.31: This photo was taken with a diffuser placed above Nora and over the bushes to soften the direct sunlight. With the diffuser in place, I got the unflattering shadows under control. However, it became evident that we had a colorcast problem, and there was also no clear detail visible on her dress. In fashion photography, that is a big no-no. I had to bring in a modified flash to address this issue.
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FIGURE 14.31

Figure 14.32: This is the final photograph, using flash and a diffuser working in tandem. Flash is daylight balanced; therefore, any green colorcast present on the subject can be countered by flash. Many family and senior portraits are taken at parks for their pretty greenery and natural environment. But without using flash or a reflector, you will have to correct for a green colorcast in postproduction. In Nora’s case, in addition to the green grass on the ground, there were green bushes completely surrounding her (CLE-4). For these reasons, I pulled out a flash and fired it through the largest diffuser I had available (88"). This large diffuser not only provided soft light, but it also illuminated Nora with flattering warm light. Furthermore, because this was a photo shoot for the dress designer, I made sure that the flash provided beautiful illumination of the details on the dress. What I love about this technique of shooting a flash through a large diffuser is that there is no trace of any flash being used. The photo appears to be lit only by beautiful, natural light.
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FIGURE 14.32 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/3.5, 1/1000

Figure 14.33: I had the pleasure of taking a few engagement photos for my little sister, Susana, and her fiancé, Daniel, in Beverly Hills, CA. For this photo to work, I needed a two-step helper light solution. First, the sun was coming straight down on them, so I needed a diffuser to soften the sunlight. Once that light was diffused onto the couple, the red bush behind them became brighter than they were because the bush was being lit by direct sunlight, which was obviously brighter than the diffused light on my sister and Daniel. I needed helper light to separate the exposures between the subjects and the red bush in the background. That helper light would allow me to control each exposure independently. I used a flash attached to a medium-sized softbox (around 24" in diameter). I first nailed down the exposure on the red bushes. Then, I turned on the off-camera flash and put it in manual mode. I increased and decreased the flash power until I was satisfied with the exposure on my sister and Daniel. The final power on the flash was 1/8 power. In the image, the exposure on the couple is the same intensity as the sunlit red bush behind them, and there are nice catchlights in their eyes.
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FIGURE 14.33 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/4.5, 1/500

Case Study 15: Helper Light (Flash)

Figure 14.34: During Cliff and Brook’s wedding in New York City, I saw this reflection in a puddle on the ground made by the rain the night before (CLE-5). To create something a little different, I decided to use the puddle of water to create a portrait. However, as you can see by this photo, their reflections were quite dark. To make reflections work, the reflected object(s) must be brightly illuminated in the water (or any other reflective surface) for the reflection to be clear. I put a flash in TTL mode and dialed in +2 flash exposure compensation (FEC). The flash head was zoomed out to 105mm to narrow the beam of light coming from the flash.

The reason for the couple’s heavy tilt is to compensate for my camera angle. By tilting their bodies, they matched the angle of my camera, and they would appear straight in the final photo.
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FIGURE 14.34

Figure 14.35: Here you can see the flash in action as it brings up the exposure on the reflection on the ground.
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FIGURE 14.35

Figure 14.36: The final photograph was converted to black and white. Compare the brightness of the reflection now to the first behind-the-scenes photo in this case study. The difference is quite significant. By using flash, I was able to expose for the sunlit buildings and bring up the exposure on the couple to the same luminosity level as the buildings in the background. Now, it appears as if the sun is illuminating both the buildings and the couple.
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FIGURE 14.36

Figure 14.37: For this photograph of Milanese model Ana, I picked a beautiful room in the house where we were shooting. Unfortunately it was quite dark because it was cloudy and raining outside. My lighting benchmark goal is to keep the ISO low, regardless of the dark conditions. The only way I could bring up the exposure in the room with a low ISO would be to slow down the shutter speed to the point that it would most likely blur from camera shake. Therefore, I decided to keep the room dark and moody and just add light to Ana’s reflection in the mirror. This would not only help me keep the ISO low, but it would also help me create a critical separation between the mood of the room and Ana. The mirror was rather small, so I needed to restrict the light rays coming from the flash to hit just Ana’s face; I had to be careful not to spill light on the rest of the room, which would defeat the purpose. To accomplish this, I used a five-degree honeycomb grid over a Profoto strobe. To soften the light so that it appeared natural, I placed a paper towel between the flash and the honeycomb grid attachment and changed the flash power to a low setting of 4 out of 10. Once set, I changed my ISO to 100, locked the camera’s mirror up to avoid camera shake, and took this portrait of Ana.
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FIGURE 14.37

As you look at this photograph, try to imagine how it would have looked if I had raised my ISO to 8000 to compensate for the darkness of the room. If I had not used my flash to separate Ana’s exposure from the rest of the room, most likely the photo would have appeared without dimension, and Ana would have blended in with the room. The results would have been fairly useless. The separation of exposures between subject and background has been instrumental to the success I have had as a photographer. To my surprise, prospective clients actually notice the difference and are willing to pay for these higher caliber photographs.

By remaining true to my vision and shaping the light, I created a portrait that looks carefully crafted with a mystical mood that compels the viewer to become immersed in the photograph. As an additional advantage, very little editing was required for this photograph. Everything was created in camera.

Case Study 16: Helper Light (Video Light)

Figure 14.38: In the example depicting Nora surrounded by greenery (case study #14), I used flash to bring out the details of the dress. In that situation, flash was the correct helper light tool because the photo was taken outdoors. In this case, the goal was similar. I wanted to showcase the truly amazing craftsmanship of Jennifer’s veil. To do this, I placed her by the window to maximize the light—but first, I closed the curtains to darken the background. This would create a great separation between Jennifer and the rest of the room (CLE-9). The window light would provide soft light to complement the soft and elegant feel of this portrait. However, the close proximity to the light source tells us, according to the inverse square law, that the light would be intense at first but then fall off to darkness very quickly. Therefore, before placing Jennifer by the window, I asked my assistant to pull out an Ice Light to illuminate the darker side of Jennifer’s veil. Now you see beautiful detail throughout her veil. With experience and practice, you will know when and what type of helper light you need before even taking a test photo.

Figure 14.39: For this photo to work at the SLS Hotel in Beverly Hills, we had to try to match the light on the bride’s face to the light on the backlit panel behind her. However, she was wearing a white dress, and adding too much light onto her would have blown out her dress. Therefore, we added as much light as possible before we ran into trouble with the highlights. This photo is another prime example of the lighting benchmark mentality, where you add light to the scene instead of increasing the camera’s ISO.
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FIGURE 14.38
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FIGURE 14.39 Camera Settings: ISO 400, f/2.8, 1/90

Figure 14.40: This photograph was very tricky to execute. CLE-1 asks for the direction and the source of the main light source, and CLE-4 asks us to be aware of the materials of the objects surrounding our subjects. Keeping these two CLEs in mind, we came to the conclusion that this photo must be taken inside the elevator instead of outside of it, which was the original plan. The reason for this was that the elevator provided helper light for me with its overhead lights. This helper light would create an effect as if I had someone hold an Ice Light over the couple. We could not take this photo outside the elevator doors because the entire area was decorated with a highly reflective plexiglas material. Had I taken this photo outside the elevator doors, the reflection of the Ice Light (which I would have needed to use) on the plexiglas would have ruined the photo.

The moral of the story is that sometimes the environment provides the helper light for you. I only had to change the intended pose to one that would be suitable for the lighting coming from above.
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FIGURE 14.40 Camera Settings: ISO 800, f/2.8, 1/30

Case Study 17: Pantea’s Photo Shoot

I first met Pantea at a Persian wedding at the St. Regis resort in Orange County, CA. She was one of the guests at the wedding, and I asked her if I could take her portrait. After she said yes, it took me almost eight months to make it happen, but we finally did it. The purpose of these portraits was to use different beauty lighting techniques. We began with natural light, then moved on to direct sunlight, and we finished the shoot late in the afternoon using only flashes for the illumination since the sun was no longer providing useful light.

Figure 14.41: This is the behind-the-scenes photo of the natural light portraits. Beauty light requires that light rays reach every possible square inch of a person’s face. Therefore, it does not allow any shadows to form under the nose or eyes. Also, by illuminating the entire face evenly, any natural wrinkles are minimized; hence the name “beauty lighting.” Chimera makes a portable studio system called the Head Shot Booth, which is made up of panels that can be configured however you want. I used them to create my own circumstantial light elements since I was doing the photo shoot on a rooftop. I used two of the Chimera panels to create white walls that would reflect light on both sides of Pantea’s face (CLE-2). The ground would reflect light from the center (CLE-5). The main light source was the sun illuminating from behind (CLE-1). Finally, I used a Westcott backdrop canvas for the background (CLE-3). With this setup, soft but intense light would illuminate every angle of Pantea’s face, making her glow.
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FIGURE 14.41

Figure 14.42: This is the first portrait of Pantea with this setup, using only natural light. Notice that the camera-left side of her face is slightly brighter than the right side. This happened because the sun was directly striking the panel close to the camera-left side of her face. (See Figure 14.41.) Beauty lighting is probably the most flattering light you can use on a woman. It always looks amazing!
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FIGURE 14.42 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/4, 1/250

Figure 14.43: Next, I turned Pantea around to face the right panel and moved her as close to that panel as possible to increase the intensity of light on her face. I chose the right panel because the left panel was throwing more light from the sun. I needed that extra light to illuminate her black hair. If I had turned her the other way, her face would have been really well lit but her hair detail would not have been as lustrous.
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FIGURE 14.43 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/4, 1/350

Figure 14.44: These next two portraits were taken with direct sunlight. No diffusion was used. Direct sunlight portraits can be dynamic and edgy, but you have to be very careful with the pose. The smallest wrong movement of the subject’s face could create unflattering shadows, rendering the photo useless. In direct sunlight portraits, you must concentrate on the shadow placement.

For these two images, I used a typical 4' x 8' foam board as a background. You can find these at any camera supply store.
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FIGURE 14.44

Figure 14.45: For this portrait, I decided to favor the right side of Pantea’s face. Therefore, I asked her to raise her chin up and tilt her head slightly toward her left shoulder. This put most of the direct sunlight on one side of her face and left the other side in the shadow caused by her own face. Notice that there are no strange shadows under her nose or cheeks. The only real shadows you see on the bright side of her face are the shadows caused by her eyelashes.
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FIGURE 14.45 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/4, 1/3000

Figure 14.46: Next, I had Pantea turn around and have both sides of her face directly facing the sun. I asked her to slowly keep tilting her head toward her left shoulder until that shadow on the left side of her face was perfect. This is really sculpting a person’s face with light. Both of these photos have a very fashion-forward and edgy feel to them.
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FIGURE 14.46 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/3.5, 1/4000

Figure 14.47: Finally, the sun was setting and there was very little light left. Of course, with flash this was not a problem. However, in order to create the look of natural light, you must have a large enough modifier. For this reason, I used a Chimera 5' OctaPlus together with the Chimera Head Shot Booth panels to bounce the light back and forth. This combination gave me the look and feel of natural light, although it was 100% lit by strobe. For these photos, I used a Broncolor Move 1200L strobe, but I could have used a regular off-camera flash in the same way. I used the Broncolor strobe purely out of convenience because I already had it nearby. Otherwise, I would have clamped my Canon flash to the Chimera OctaPlus, and the results would have been pretty much the same.
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FIGURE 14.47

Figure 14.48: This is the final result of correctly using and modifying strobes to create the softness of natural light. The key to creating great soft light is in how you modify the flashes or the strobes. The proof is in the pudding. Most people would not be able to distinguish whether this portrait of Pantea was achieved with flash or with natural light.
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FIGURE 14.48 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/3.5, 1/180

Case Study 18: Peter’s Photo Shoot

Let’s move on to sculpting a person’s face for a headshot. This time, I had the pleasure of photographing my father-in-law, Peter. I used the Chimera Head Shot Booth panels again for these photographs.

Figure 14.49: For this first headshot, I set up two of the Chimera panels on the white side to reflect light in every direction toward Peter’s face. To add more light to the mix, I placed a silver reflector under him to reflect light back up. This type of lighting is illuminating Peter from every angle: the sun from above, the white panels on both sides, and the reflector from below. Only natural light was used for these portraits, but it is how I use and harness the power of the CLEs that craft and shape the light in different ways that makes each photo a success. Here, I had to create my own CLEs by using the Chimera panels, but it is very possible to find all of these elements in the environment, as I demonstrated in Chapter 6; instead of the Chimera panels with the white cloth, it could be the white stucco wall of a house down the street.
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FIGURE 14.49

Figure 14.50: For most headshots, this is my go-to setup because it is easy to assemble and inexpensive. The sun is the only light source, so no excessive amount of equipment is needed. The only downfall is that you do need the sun and a clear sky to have enough light to make this work. Notice how even the light is from the bottom to the top and from side to side on Peter’s face. This is not only flattering, but it looks very professional as well.
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FIGURE 14.50 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/2.8, 1/180

Figure 14.51: For this setup, we turned the Chimera Head Shot Booth panels around so that the black side of the panels faced Peter on both sides of his face. In this behind-the-scenes photo, only one panel shows, but when the photo was actually taken (Figure 14.52), the black flag you see on the floor resting against the wall was used in close proximity to the left side of Peter’s face.
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FIGURE 14.51

Figure 14.52: The reason for using the black side of the panels is because the color behavior of light tells us that the black color of the panel and the black flag will absorb or subtract light, and not reflect it. This will darken the left and right sides of Peter’s face, leaving only the front well illuminated. Because the sides of his face are darker than the front, it slims down the face and also gives the headshot more character than in the previous example.

There are countless ways to light and shape a person’s face. I use these two lighting techniques for headshots 90% of the time. From high school seniors to actors to company CEOs, this is the way I have lit headshots successfully for years.
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FIGURE 14.52 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/4, 1/90

Case Study 19: Ian’s Photo Shoot

For Ian’s photo shoot, I wanted to create a portrait that had a little oomph to it. I love the clean look of natural light, but in this case I wanted some drama in the portrait.

Figure 14.53: This is a photo of Ian using only natural light. The photo looks good, but it fails to provide any unexpected visual interest or mood.

Figure 14.54: This is the setup for Ian’s portrait. For this setup, I used two flashes. One flash was clipped onto a large 5' Chimera OctaPlus modifier, and the other flash with a bare bulb was placed behind him. The purpose of the flash behind him was to provide accent light on his face and hair, and also to make light rays enter the lens to give the photo that moody feel I talked about in Chapter 13.

Figure 14.55: Here is how I clip my Canon flashes to any softbox. I use a generic adapter with a cold shoe on it and simply hold it in place with two or three heavy-duty clamps. This photo shows the flash clipped onto a smaller OctaBeauty, but I used the same setup for the large 5' OctaPlus at Ian’s portrait shoot.
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FIGURE 14.53 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/2.8, 1/180
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FIGURE 14.54
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FIGURE 14.55

Figure 14.56: Finally, here is the result of the two-flash setup. The flash behind Ian, pointing at my lens, provided a subtle but effective shift in the mood. The large OctaPlus modifier provided great soft light on the left side of his face. It is a simple setup with powerful results. Using flashes created the mood and feel of this portrait. In this situation, achieving the dramatic look of this portrait would not have been possible using only natural light.
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FIGURE 14.56 Camera Settings: ISO 100, f/5.6, 1/180

Case Study 20: Ellie’s Photo Shoot

For the last case study, I want to share the photo shoot I did of my niece Elliana. She is an extremely determined ballerina, devoting most of her day to dance practice to master ballet. In this photo shoot, I used a wide variety of lighting techniques to obtain several different looks. These photos are special to me, because Ellie is my niece and also because they demonstrate posing, composition, lighting, and experimentation all in one photo shoot. This is also why I love photography so much. The results you can achieve by hard work and being unafraid to fail makes photography addictive! These photos are more for your enjoyment, but there are always lessons to be learned when studying photographs.

Figure 14.57: This first photo was taken on a rooftop using only natural light. I positioned Ellie right in front of the sun to create a dramatic silhouette.
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FIGURE 14.57 Camera Settings: ISO 125, f/7.1, 1/5000

Figure 14.58: For this photograph, I changed the color of the white balance (Kelvin temperature) within the camera to achieve a blue color tone. Then I used a flash, which is daylight balanced, to warm up whatever it illuminates. I asked my wife, Kim, to hold the flash from above, pointed straight at Ellie and zoomed at 200mm to avoid any light spill from the flash. Then I removed the flash in postproduction.
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FIGURE 14.58 Camera Settings: ISO 320, f/6.3, 1/200

Figure 14.59: The goal for this photograph was to showcase contrasts. Ellie looks so small when posed against these huge buildings and skyscrapers that are visible in the background. But the way she is posed shows her determination against all odds. I positioned a flash between Ellie and the steps to boost the contrast between Ellie and the Disney Concert Hall. Then I removed the flash in postproduction.
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FIGURE 14.59 Camera Settings: ISO 320, f/6.3, 1/200

Figure 14.60: I wanted to feature the way a ballerina’s legs move when dancing. It is incredible to me how symmetrical and calculated Ellie’s movements are. I thought that the best way to show the evenness of ballet footwork was to try showing the legs through stroboscopic flash pulses, freezing the motion.

Four flashes were used to create this photograph. All four flashes were on stroboscopic mode with the camera on bulb exposure for just over one second. This is one of my favorite photos of the shoot because it successfully brings to life a new perspective on such accuracy in movement and human discipline.

Figure 14.61: I have arrived at the last photo of the book. I wanted to create a portrait of Ellie that resembled more of a painting than a photograph. To do this, we went to the store and purchased a bottle of baby powder. I wanted to backlight the powder as she shook it with her hands from her tutu. I also asked her to take a small step back while she shook the powder off to create an intriguing sense of movement.

Four flashes on stroboscopic mode were also used to create this portrait. It took a few tries to get it dialed in perfectly, and we ended up breathing more baby powder into our lungs than we should have. But hey, we took a risk and it paid off! The results are more beautiful than I had imagined!
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FIGURE 14.60 Camera Settings: ISO 160, f/7.1, 1.3"
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FIGURE 14.61 Camera Settings: ISO 160, f/5.6, 1"


CONCLUSION

Photographic lighting is truly a fascinating subject. Lighting can be what makes the difference between a photograph looking like a mindless snapshot or an exquisite work of art. Whether you use an entry-level camera or the most expensive state-of-the-art medium format camera system, a photo taken with poor quality of light will always resemble a snapshot.

At the beginning of my photographic career, I didn’t really understand what “great quality of light” really meant. During that time, there were only two kinds of light: sun and shade. That’s pretty much it. Little by little, I began to notice how objects around me were able to influence the light. From numerous observations, I began to challenge myself to seek out the most flattering light for a subject while keeping the camera’s ISO at 100. This proved to be very difficult at first. It required a combination of strong light bouncing off large, flat, and light-colored objects in close proximity to my subject. The “ISO 100 challenge” gave birth to the concept of the lighting benchmark test in Chapter 7. And looking for a combination of objects to create flattering light for my subject led to the creation of the circumstantial light elements (CLEs) that I discuss in Chapters 4–6. I used these two systems together—along with a strong foundation of how light behaves, described in Chapter 3—and kaboom! It was magic every time I pulled out my camera.

This was the most exciting time for me as a photographer. Knowing how to find the dazzling hidden light at every location propelled my career forward. All of a sudden, clients were willing to invest in photography again, instead of just choosing the least expensive option. People began to refer to me as an “artist” instead of “the photographer.”

The second biggest leap in my career occurred when I recognized that flash could be used to boost existing light and keep it looking completely natural. This knowledge of flash allowed me to create high-caliber photographs whether the day was beautiful and sunny or miserable and rainy.

After so many years of listening to all the lighting debates, I realized that, with great knowledge of light and its behavior, these debates about what kind of light was better than the other were really more subjective than objective. For example, a large light source relative to the subject will always produce soft light because it is the size of the light source that matters, not whether the light was created by the sun or a flash.

The best approach to successfully using light in your photography is to become knowledgeable about all light sources and then choose the right kind of light or combination of lights to bring your vision to life. If you like photography, take the time to practice and master lighting; then you will love photography. Great lighting allows you to make people look amazing and landscapes appear mystical. Your photos will be beautiful!

It is my hope that after reading this book and taking the proper time to apply the concepts carefully, you will be able to distinguish yourself in an ever-growing competitive field and flourish as a professional photographer. Best wishes and happy lighting!

—Roberto Valenzuela, Canon Explorer of Light
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Benchmark for Outdoor Strong Sunny Conditions

1s0 100 100 100 100 100
Aperture 2 728 a4 /56 8
Ideal Shutter Speed 172000 11000 /500 17250 1125
Acceptable Shutter Speed  1/1000 /500 /250 1125 /60

(Plus or Minus One Stop)  or1/4000  or1/2000  or1/1000 or1/500 or1/250
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Benchmark for Indoor Strong Sunny Cond

1s0 800 800 800 800 800
Aperture 2 728 4 756 8
Ideal Shutter Speed 1/2000 11000 /500 1250 1125
Acceptable Shutter Speed  1/1000 /500 /250 V125 /60

(Plus or Minus One Stop) ~ or1/4000  or1/2000  or 1/1000 or1/500 or1/250
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Benchmark for Bright Overcast Conditions or Open Sh

1s0 400 400 400 400 400
Aperture 2 728 4 /56 8
Ideal Shutter Speed 1/2000 11000 /500 1250 1125
Acceptable Shutter Speed  1/1000 /500 250 V125 /60

(Plus or Minus One Stop) o 174000  or1/2000  or1/1000 or1/500 or1/250





images/00236.jpeg





images/00357.jpeg





images/00220.jpeg
6 feet

#3419






images/00341.jpeg





images/00340.jpeg





images/00101.jpeg





images/00222.jpeg





images/00343.jpeg





images/00100.jpeg





images/00221.jpeg
#3449

6 feet






images/00342.jpeg





images/00107.jpeg





images/00228.jpeg





images/00349.jpeg





images/00106.jpeg





images/00227.jpeg





images/00348.jpeg





images/00109.jpeg





images/00108.jpeg
Sunlight directly
illuminating a
large white wall






images/00229.jpeg





images/00103.jpeg





images/00224.jpeg





images/00345.jpeg





images/00102.jpeg





images/00223.jpeg





images/00344.jpeg
- s S Wil bt






images/00105.jpeg





images/00226.jpeg





images/00347.jpeg





images/00104.jpeg





images/00225.jpeg





images/00346.jpeg





images/00330.jpeg





images/00211.jpeg





images/00332.jpeg





images/00210.jpeg





images/00331.jpeg





images/00217.jpeg





images/00338.jpeg





images/00216.jpeg





images/00337.jpeg





images/00219.jpeg





images/00218.jpeg





images/00339.jpeg





images/00213.jpeg





images/00334.jpeg





images/00212.jpeg





images/00333.jpeg





images/00215.jpeg





images/00336.jpeg





images/00214.jpeg





images/00335.jpeg





images/00209.jpeg





images/00200.jpeg





images/00321.jpeg





images/00320.jpeg





images/00206.jpeg





images/00327.jpeg





images/00205.jpeg





images/00326.jpeg





images/00208.jpeg





images/00329.jpeg





images/00207.jpeg





images/00328.jpeg





images/00202.jpeg





images/00323.jpeg





images/00201.jpeg





images/00322.jpeg





images/00204.jpeg





images/00325.jpeg





images/00203.jpeg





images/00324.jpeg





images/00319.jpeg





images/00310.jpeg





images/00316.jpeg





images/00315.jpeg





images/00318.jpeg





images/00317.jpeg
- v Y






images/00312.jpeg





images/00311.jpeg





images/00314.jpeg





images/00313.jpeg





images/00309.jpeg





images/00308.jpeg





images/00305.jpeg





images/00304.jpeg





images/00307.jpeg





images/00306.jpeg





images/00301.jpeg





images/00300.jpeg





images/00303.jpeg





images/00302.jpeg





