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  Introduction


  Of all the genres of photography, fashion is arguably the most challenging, and certainly one of the most competitive. Yet despite this, if you go to any formal, general photography course, fashion will be, more often than not, the subject that most students want to specialize in. Whether this is based on dreams of fame and fortune from what can be an exceptionally lucrative career, or the associated glamour of photographing beautiful men and women dressed by celebrated designers, it seems that the majority of young photographers want to shoot fashion.


  And who can blame them? Like fashion itself, the photography that surrounds it is fast-paced and exciting—constantly evolving and redefining itself, and inherently more open to experimentation and personal expression than many other genres. It’s easy to think that fashion photography is simply about “photographing someone in clothes,” similar to portraiture, but it is much more than that, and requires a truly multi-disciplinary approach to do it well. Outdoors on location, for example, you may well need the craft of a landscape photographer if you want to make the most of the location and the light, or the techniques and responses of a photojournalist if you’re aiming to imbue your shots with a naturalistic, documentary style. At the same time, indoor location shoots can involve elements of interior photography and even architecture, while studio-based fashion can demand still-life and advertising photography skills, regardless of whether it’s a relatively “straight” shot against a plain backdrop, or a scratch-built set in which you place your subject.


  On top of all this, you need to borrow heavily from the portrait photographer’s toolbox to fully appreciate how to light people, and to be truly successful, you need to be equally confident in all of these areas if you want your work to be as versatile—and as commercial—as possible. With so many skills required, it’s perhaps unsurprising that for every aspiring photographer who transforms their passion into a career, many more who set out on a fashion-based path do not make it. This isn’t to say you should give up before you begin (if “why bother” is your immediate reaction, then fashion photography isn’t for you), but dreams and desires need to be tempered with reality: fashion photography takes commitment, determination, and no small amount of talent. It certainly isn’t an “easy option.”


  What follows in this book is an inspirational and practical guide to shooting fashion in a wide range of styles and settings, with the emphasis on the use of lighting, rather than digital processing, to create a specific look or feel. Some of the images you will love, while others you may not be quite so keen on, but what they all have is a “spark”—a certain something that should serve to inspire you and your work, be it the pose, the approach to post-processing, or the lighting. With that in mind, you certainly shouldn’t approach this book as a set of “blueprints” to creating definitive fashion shots, but instead treat it as a guide to techniques that can be borrowed, adapted, and repurposed for your own work. Make the shots your own and, from there, who knows where your fashion photography will take you.
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  Lighting Essentials


  Without light there wouldn’t be photography. Period. It doesn’t matter whether you’re shooting a landscape, a still life, or a portrait, all photographs need light in order to make an exposure. That clearly makes lighting a fundamental part of the photographic equation, and it’s even more critical in fashion photography: not because there are conventions that need to be followed, or rules that need to be adhered to if you want to take a “good” shot, but the exact opposite. In fashion, there is no right or wrong.


  Because there are no set guidelines, fashion photography is much more open to experimentation than most genres, and as you’ll see when you look at the 50 stunning images in the following chapters, anything and everything goes when it comes to lighting a fashion shot. From shots taken outdoors with just the sun for company, through to elaborate multi-light setups, the only thing that ultimately counts in each of these shots is the result. Yet whether a picture is taken using fl ash, daylight, or something else altogether in the case of Marcelo Nunes’s “black light” image, that core fact remains: without light there wouldn’t be photography. So let’s take a look at the options to get you started.


  Flash


  FLASHES, OR STROBES, come in a wide range of shapes, sizes, and even colors, and with the exception of the cheapest “unbranded” units they can be fitted with a bewildering array of accessories that shape and modify their output. From giant softboxes and umbrellas that create a soft, diffuse light, through to snoots and spot attachments that can limit the light to a diminutive, hard-edged pool with pinpoint accuracy, flash has it all. But with so much choice, it’s not always easy to know where to start, especially when competing manufacturers all claim superiority in one area or another.


  Broadly speaking, there are only two options you need to consider to start with: “pack and head” flash systems and integrated “monolights.” As you’d expect, both have their advantages and disadvantages, but ultimately the choice is a personal one, with little to differentiate the two.


  Pack-and-head systems


  As the name suggests, a pack-and-head flash system comprises of two parts: a power pack and a flash head (or multiple heads) that will plug into it. The pack is the “brains” of this partnership, and it’s the power of the pack that determines the power of the flash(es) attached to it—a 2400ws (watts per second) pack is more powerful than a 1200ws pack, for example. More importantly, the pack controls precisely how each flash that is plugged into it behaves—from the way in which the power is distributed between the flashes if you’re using more than one, the amount of that power that each flash uses, through to simply turning the modeling light on or off.
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  This Zeus pack-and-head system comes from Paul C. Buff, the creator of the popular AlienBees lighting range. Typical of this type of flash system, packs are available in several power configurations, with each pack allowing multiple lights to be plugged in and controlled.


  With so much of the flash technology placed in the pack, the flash heads you attach to it are relatively “dumb.” Aside from an on/off switch there are often no other controls on the strobe itself, so apart from making sure the flash head is in the right position, everything else is determined by and from the pack. Having total control over your lights from a single “box” can be incredibly convenient because it means you don’t have to run around your studio or location adjusting each and every light, and you only need a single wall socket for a pack that could power two, three, or even four strobes. However, this does have one quite significant drawback—if the pack breaks down then none of the flashes that are connected to it will work, potentially putting an end to an entire shoot.
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  One flash technology, two very different looks. These photographs by Ethan T. Allen and Alexey Ivanov clearly demonstrate the versatility of pack-and-head flash systems when it comes to creating an individual look.


  FLASH POWER


  
    • Whether it’s a pack or a monolight, the general convention used for measuring the power of studio flashes is watts per second (ws), so you’ll often see packs described as 1200ws or 2400ws and monolights boasting power ratings of 300ws, 600ws, or 1200ws. Unfortunately, what you see on the box isn’t always what you get, especially with some of the cheap models from unestablished brands on the market.


    • The reason for this is the watts-per-second rating is the input power to the pack or flash, and this doesn’t necessarily match the output power. Because of the way in which a flash operates, there will always be a loss of power between input and output, but the efficiency and quality of the components used can have a profound effect on precisely how much of a loss there is. As a general rule, the more established the brand (and the more expensive), the more accurate the power ratings are likely to be.
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  With your strobe (or strobes) attached to a power pack kept close to your camera, you can control a studio full of lights without having to run around the set.


  Monolights


  While a flash head attached to a pack is a relatively simple, “low-tech” device, a monolight is far more sophisticated, containing all of the necessary capacitors and flash controls in the strobe itself, much like a hotshoe-mounted flash. Like power-packs, monolights are measured by their watts-per-second input power—from low-powered 150ws flashes, through to powerful 1200ws strobes—and because these self-contained units just need a main power supply to function, it’s very easy to “mix and match” different makes and models in a single setup: just plug them into the wall and you’re ready to shoot.


  Some photographers find it much easier to work with monolights because there’s less confusion over how each flash is behaving. If you’ve got a power-pack with three strobes attached to it, it’s not always easy to work out from the various knobs and dials exactly how each one is set, or indeed which light is plugged into which socket on the pack. But with a monolight you can simply look at the back of the head to see or adjust the power output, or make any other changes, and this makes the process more immediate and obvious.


  Of course, having all of the flash technology in the head itself means that monolights are naturally going to cost more than a flash head that plugs into a pack. This isn’t a major consideration, as you obviously don’t have the additional expense of a power pack, but it is worth keeping in mind what will happen if a monolight “breaks.” With all the technology squeezed into the head, repairs are likely to be more expensive (and should perhaps be more expected) than they would be on a simple pack-based flash.
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  Monolights are ideal for fashion work in the studio—for this quirky shot, Kristina Jelcic used two 500ws heads with umbrellas.
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  Designed to appeal to the style-conscious, the popular AlienBees’ range of monolights not only comes with different power outputs, but is also available in a number of colors.


  Ringflash


  The existence of a ringflash in every major manufacturer’s lighting catalog is a testimony to the importance of fashion photography within the photographic industry as a whole. This may sound like hyperbole, but it’s worth reminding ourselves that ringflashes were originally designed for medical, dental, and forensic photography: they were a tool of science.


  However, in the 1980s a number of cutting-edge fashion photographers saw the ringflash design’s potential as a creative light source. With its circular shape (which sits around the camera lens), a ringflash delivers a near-shadowless light on the subject, hence its appropriateness for scientific records. But in the hands of the photographic “fashionista” it took on a whole new look, adding distinctive shadow “halos” around subjects and introducing distinctive donut-shaped catchlights to their eyes. Almost overnight, ringflash created a fresh fashion photography style, with countless magazines publishing numerous picture stories based on the exciting new look.


  Of course, by its very nature, fashion photography is driven by the “new” and the “exciting,” so it’s hardly surprising that the popularity of ringflash has diminished: what was once a refreshing style became so commonplace that the effect is now perhaps something of a cliché. That said, fashion itself is cyclical, so there’s little doubt that ringflash will, at some point, be in vogue once again.
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  A shadow “halo” and donut-shaped catchlights in the eyes are the two tell-tale signs of ringflash lighting—a staple in fashion photography during the 1980s and ’90s, but a lighting style that is less commonly seen today.


  FLASH RECYCLING TIMES


  
    • While many photographers will make an initial decision on which flash to buy based on its nominal power rating, the recycling time is an equally important consideration. While pure power may help you shoot with a smaller aperture, this is wasted if the flash takes so long to recharge its capacitor (recycle) that you miss a shot. There is a way to reduce the recycling time, though, no matter what make or model of strobe you are using. Reducing the power of the flash will naturally mean that it doesn’t take as long to recharge the capacitor, and this is where a high-power flash is particularly useful. A 1200ws flash set to 600ws is likely to recycle quicker than a 600ws flash set to full power, so while the output of both will be similar, the time it takes between flashes will not.

  


  Continuous Lighting


  REGARDLESS OF THE SPECIFIC TECHNOLOGY used to create the light, all continuous light sources share a common drawback, namely that flash can deliver a much brighter light (albeit for a much shorter duration) than the majority of continuous lights, so shutter speeds can be brief. This means the photographer has more exposure options open to him with flash—not only split-second shutter speeds to freeze movement, but also using smaller apertures for increased depth of field and lower ISO settings for quality.


  At the same time, though, continuous lighting has one major advantage: what you see is what you get. This arguably makes it much easier to light a shot with continuous lights than with flash. You don’t have to worry about the power output of your individual lamps, or try and gauge where the light is falling: continuous lights show you the precise effect your lamps are having, making the entire process of setting up and working with them far more immediate.


  Incandescent


  Once the photographer’s only option, incandescent lighting’s biggest failing is the technology itself. To generate light, a tungsten filament needs to be heated, and this process can easily transform a small studio into an oppressive sweat-box for the photographer, model, and associated team to work in. In addition, tungsten lights burn at a warm color temperature—3,300K (degrees Kelvin) as opposed to the nominal 5,500K of daylight—so mixing the two light sources means using gels or filters over tungsten lights, not only reducing the effective output of the lamp, but also increasing the risk of light overheating and acetate gels melting, or even igniting. Yet despite these drawbacks, incandescent photographic lights are still available and their low purchase price (and low running/repair costs) has a definite appeal. However, tungsten lighting is no longer the only option available to photographers.


  HMI


  Although flash dominated all genres of photography when digital imaging started to emerge, many of the then high-resolution medium- and large-format camera backs designed for professional use relied on scanning technology, rather than the split-second exposures of film. This meant that flash was simply incompatible with high-end digital backs that needed a second or more to scan the image, and photographers looking to immerse themselves in electronic imaging once again had to turn to continuous lighting.


  The answer lay in the world of television and movies—both wholly reliant on continuous lights—which had turned away from incandescent lamps in favor of HMI (Hydrargyrum Medium-Arc Iodide) lights. Unlike tungsten-based lamps, HMIs are cool running, so uncomfortably warm studios and sets are a thing of the past, and they also have a daylight color temperature, allowing them to mix with daylight with little or no filtration. For many digital pioneers this proved to be a near-perfect solution, although the high cost of HMI lighting meant renting, rather than buying the lights made the most sense from a financial standpoint.


  Fluorescent


  Although fluorescent lighting isn’t a revolutionary light source in its own right, it has long been discounted for photography due to its wildly varying color temperatures. With film photography, it simply wasn’t practical for color-accurate work, even when the fluorescent light and/or the camera was filtered, but with the white balance systems built into digital cameras, a number of manufacturers realized that it had potential as a photographic tool. As a result, there is now a growing range of fluorescent lighting designed specifically for photography, with daylight-balanced tubes and bulbs that run at a cool temperature and come at a much lower cost than HMIs. However, be wary of the ultra low-cost kits designed for enthusiasts—it’s unlikely they will have many (if indeed any) lighting accessories beyond a stand and a basic reflector dish, and the “daylight” color temperature can often be significantly different to true daylight.
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  In a museum that wouldn’t allow flash photography, an HMI lamp was used by Estúdio Nagô to create this evocative “film noir” style image.
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  Most studio strobes use a tungsten modeling lamp, but this can also be used as a light source in its own right, as in this atmospheric shot from Alexandre Godinho.
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  HMI
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  Incandescent
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  Fluorescent


  Incandescent, HMI, and fluorescent are the three continuous light source options for fashion photographers, although none can quite match the versatility of strobe lighting.
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