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      Ambient Light: any form of light not produced by the photographer to enhance their image. This can include both natural sunlight or artificial light already existing in the surrounding environment such as a street light or lamp.
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      I stood next to my large wooden desk and looked at the light coming in from the north facing windows of the classroom. The February light was perfect for the portrait assignment I had given my students last week. The sky was lightly overcast, making the light diffuse and gentle, with no harsh shadows. Usually the light in Denver, Colorado was bright and shining this close to noon, with blue skies even in winter on days it wasn’t snowing.

      I was in a large room with wood floors and a row of five wide windows. Instead of desks, there were multiple tables along the other interior walls, with seating at each table for three or four students to take notes. The center of the room was open to allow for tripods and studio lights to be set up when needed. The windows all had heavy, dark shades that could be pulled down to block out the light, but they were all up today to let light flood the room.

      The room smelled of floor wax, chalk dust, and the faintest bitter and acidic whiff of the film developer, a chemical mix of hydroquinone and sodium carbonate, coming in from the darkrooms down the hallway.

      The door to the classroom was opposite the windows. It was a wooden door stained to match the floor and had a window on the top half that was milky enough to hide details of objects on the other side of the pane, but you could see if there was anyone standing on the other side.

      My desk was on the east side of the room and had an actual blackboard behind it, complete with chalk and erasers. I rarely used it unless I needed to write down a new term or needed the students to reference a book or website for more information.

      Teaching was all still new to me. My name is Rowan O’Donnell, and I am a landscape and fine art photographer and sell my photographs in galleries as well as through my website and some stock photo sites. I also freelance on commercial projects, portrait contracts, and do some calendar work every year. I never shoot weddings or high school yearbook photographs. Too stressful.

      I had been looking for a bit of a change after some traumatic events last summer. I caught up with an old high school acquaintance over the holidays and I ended up telling her more than I’d planned about my bruised heart and ego over tea and fancy scones at Babe’s Tea Room near the Platte River in lower Downtown Denver.

      She happened to be on the board at Denver Fine Arts College, or DFA as it’s usually known, and she mentioned that the photography department was looking for someone to teach their studio photography and portraiture course for the spring semester.

      Not my usual thing, but they were a bit desperate to fill the spot – the pay wasn’t great – and I was a professional photographer who was up for the challenge. Besides, it was only temporary, just for the semester.

      I looked at my watch. Ten minutes before class would begin. I heard some people gathering in the hallway, outside the half open door. The students’ voices seemed more subdued than usual, and I thought they might be talking about Jillian.

      A student in my class, Jillian had been missing for over a week. The Visual Arts Department Head, Hal Reed, had stopped by just a half hour ago to inform me that her absence had become an official police investigation and I should contact campus police if I had any relevant information about her disappearance.

      Hal was a tall, thin man in his early thirties. He always seemed restless and never stopped moving. While he was in the room his hand had been jiggling keys in his pocket while he rocked gently back and forth on his heels, his eyes staring at a fixed point out the window.

      “This girl’s parents are on their way here from Chicago. I’m meeting them at the airport.” He had run his finger along the collar of his buttoned cotton shirt. “I’ll be taking them round to her apartment.”

      I nodded reassuringly, not sure why he was telling me all this.

      “She’s probably just taken off with a boyfriend,” he said. “Her parents think she’s some kind of goody-two shoes saint who would never wander away from the fold.”

      He shrugged his shoulders and moved his head and neck from side to side as if his neck ached. “If it wasn’t for the students here this would be a great place to work.”

      He gave a weak smile before heading out, presumably to meet with her parents.

      I wondered about what he’d said. It wouldn’t be the first time that someone had knocked off their studies for a time to take off with a friend or go on a little adventure. But Jillian hadn’t seemed to me like someone who would do this.

      Skin pale as porcelain, Jillian’s features were fine boned. Her hair was long, fine and blond, and it floated around her head like a nimbus cloud. Her green eyes had an inner light, like sea glass. She had seemed to me to be alarmingly attractive as well as vulnerable.

      Confident in her work, though, she wasn’t afraid to defend it in class. She was a relatively good student. I think her study emphasis was on oil painting, but she took to photography like an artist and knew how to set a scene. She had been conscientious about getting her assignments completed and really gave them some thought.

      She was popular too and actively involved in planning campus fundraisers. I often saw her on campus with groups of people, usually with her head thrown back in laughter. Her nickname of “Jilly Bean” mixed in the conversations of the socially popular students. She was definitely not the type of student to just fall off the campus radar and disappear.

      

      The jostling at my door grew louder and the students began to filter in and take their seats. They were young men and women in their late teens and early twenties. All of them were doing their best to appear unique and edgy, but they were all wearing denim jeans and their statement shirts and colorful hair, piercings, and tattooed skin all screamed ‘I am an artist!’

      The scent of marijuana and coffee had spilled into the room with them. I was standing in front of my desk and leaned back against it taking a sip of my own coffee from the thermos mug I was holding in my hand.

      “Good morning,” I said, smiling brightly. Everyone was in attendance, except for Jillian of course. The empty chair was at one of the tables closest to me. Next to it, sat Stuart Sandow, a quiet student who didn’t hang out with the others in the class. He was the only one wearing black jeans, and he wore a black hoodie that he seemed to want to hide inside of as he slouched back in his chair.

      “Are there any questions about the assignment from last week?”

      One of the students, Andrea, raised her hand up high, her neon green fingernails almost glowing in the room. I nodded at her to speak.

      “I don’t understand why we had to work without studio lights on this assignment. I didn’t get any results that I couldn’t get with my phone’s camera in portrait setting.” A couple of other students nodded their heads in agreement.

      “I get it,” I said. “Digital cameras and smart phones can take some really great pictures. And for the amateur photographer, they’re really all you would need. However, for really fine portraiture and fine art, you need to know how to work with film on settings that can more slowly take in the scene and get you all of the amazing details. So far, the resolution on film consistently outperforms digital when you’re using medium or large format cameras. So, it is important to know how to work with film.

      “This isn’t to say that there aren’t professional photographers out there who mainly work with digital cameras.” I began to pace back and forth across the room.

      “There are plenty, especially for commercial work. But you need to learn both so that you can make these decisions for yourself when deciding how you work.”

      I pointed to the windows, “As for using natural light, this is often the only light available to you in certain settings. You can use the flash on your cameras as well as handheld flash strobes, but for a softer effect, you’re better off using the light in the room along with reflectors or reflective surfaces in the room.

      “This is all a learning process. And if you absorb these lessons, then you’ll be able to use even your digital cameras to better effect. Let’s see the prints you’ve selected.”

      Everyone reached for folders. For this class, all of the students had to have already taken basic film photography and printing classes – in black and white and in color - and could develop their own film and make their own prints. I have them select two prints of what they consider to be their best work to show in the class.

      This helps them to think critically as well as to keep up their skills in the darkroom. I’ll also have them hand in their film negatives that I will look over for their evaluations. When we work with digital cameras, they can show their selections on the computer monitor in the classroom.

      A lot of this class’s lesson planning had already been in place by the previous instructor before I started filling in here as a teacher. I didn’t mind it. I was one of the increasingly rare photographers that worked with both larger format film and digital cameras.

      My photography assignments were as varied as were my money-making opportunities. I longed for the day when I could just do my own art to sell in galleries, but commercial photography was what paid my bills and these students would also need to know how to make a living in addition to being artists. I could help them with both.

      I had a white board on an easel and had each student come up one at a time and place their prints on the board with magnets for me and the class to critique.

      Most of the students’ work was typical of amateur portraiture. Of course, the school is attempting to get them beyond amateur so I was a bit harsher in my criticism than I normally would. Problems ranged from too much contrast, too little contrast, blurring, no focus on the eyes, and odd angles that were meant to be interesting but just distracted the eye from the subject.

      Stuart brought his two prints up last. I made marks in my notebook while he was attaching them to the board. I heard one of the girls gasp and I looked up from my notes.

      On the board were two black and white prints of Jillian sitting next to a window. The printing was extraordinarily well done, and her white skin looked luminous in the soft light coming in through the window. The first print showed her in full figure sitting at a window, her legs up on the windowsill, her arms wrapped around them. The details were crisp and sharp, and I could see every hair on her skin.

      The second print was a close-up of her face as she leaned it directly against the glass. The fingertips of her right hand were gently resting on the window. Her eyes were looking straight at the camera lens and they were clear and light enough that I could see an image of the photographer behind the tripod in front of her.

      I think what had caused the gasp was the look on Jillian’s face. Her expression was sorrowful, and her eyes were just beginning to fill with tears. At the same time her face seemed timeless and beautiful with lips that looked swollen as though they’d just been kissed.

      One of the young men whistled and a couple of others cleared their throats loudly. My own mouth felt dry, and I grabbed my coffee thermos for another sip before I could talk to the class about the photographs.

      The photographs were excellent. While I explained to the class why - the eye instantly settles on the subject, something about the subject is conveyed, a story is being told with the image – Stuart’s shoulders rose up to his ears which were now tinged with pink. Some of the students ignored him while making comments only about the work itself. A few others would glance at him wide-eyed, as though they couldn’t believe he did work this well.

      One young man sat back in disgust with his arms crossed. Jealousy? To do a portrait this well required the photographer spend some time with the subject. Most students would assume that Jillian was out of Stuart’s league. They would be forgetting, though, how attractive talent could be. A master artist held his or her own form of power and attraction. Stuart wasn’t there yet, but he was well on his way.

      

      At the end of class, I assigned them to photograph an object as though it were for a magazine advertisement. I gave them some articles to read about doing these commercial shoots and some advice about shooting certain objects.

      “Studio lights will be your friend for these jobs,” I said. “You don’t want too many interesting shadows. You want the object fully lit and sparkling. This should make you happy, Andrea.”

      She gave me a little salute as she stood up, book bag slung over one should, and shuffled out of the room with the other students.

      “Stuart, hold up a moment,” I said before he could do the same. “I’d like a word with you.”

      He had just stood up, and now he slumped back down on his chair. His short blond hair was sticking up on his head as though he’d repeatedly run his hands up through the thick hair.

      I sat down next to him in the chair that would have been Jillian’s. He tensed his arms and pulled them closer into his sides. He wouldn’t look me in the eye. Another sullen and immature teen, or was he on the autism spectrum? If so, it might be easier for him to look at people through the camera lens.

      “You did good work with this assignment, Stuart.” He shrugged shoulders in response. “I’d like to see how you work with a subject in less than perfect light. Maybe outside on a sunny day at noon.”

      His eyes flicked quickly up to mine and then away.

      “I’d like to see how you handle the challenge. Consider that as something for your final portfolio at the end of the semester if you’re interested.”

      He nodded and stood up to leave.

      “Just out of curiosity,” I said. He froze in place. “When did you work on this shoot with Jillian?”

      He looked down in thought and then mumbled, “It was a couple of weeks ago.”

      “Before I made the assignment?”

      He nodded. “Portrait making was on the syllabus and I wanted to do some work ahead.”

      “Ok,” I said. “Are you good friends with Jillian?”

      He just shrugged.

      “Do you know where she is?” I asked.  “She hasn’t been in classes this week.”

      He stood up straight and looked around the room as though she would materialize here somehow. It was as though he hadn’t even noticed she hadn’t been in the room when we were analyzing his portraits of her.

      “I don’t know where she is.” He rocked forward on his dirty white sneakers and bounced a bit on his toes as if he were going to jump and startle at any moment.

      “All right. That’s all then. Thank you.”

      He exhaled in relief and practically bounced out of the room. I pulled together the prints that had been left on the table in front of me. Jillian’s portrait was at the top. Her gaze was mesmerizing, and I wanted to know why she was so sad. I hadn’t asked Stuart. I wasn’t sure he’d even known that she was almost crying in the photograph. It was as though he was working on a purely instinctual level.

      I ran my finger lightly along her face in the portrait, hoping she was safe.
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