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THE FLASH PHOTOGRAPHY FIELD GUIDE



Shaping the light to suit your photographs
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INTRODUCTION


All committed photographers continually ask themselves the question, “how can I take better pictures?” Well, there are two steps. The first step is to stand in front of something more interesting! This may sound obvious, but it’s a serious point. More broadly, it means that you need to think about what you’re photographing: who the subject is, and what they’re doing, and also to think about the composition, choice of lens, and the viewpoint.


I wish I could take credit for coming up with the phrase “stand in front of something interesting,” but I borrowed it from another photographer, who admitted to stealing it from another— and so it goes on. Now you can pass it off as your own piece of advice!


The second way to improve your shots is to photograph the light. The light can turn your photograph from simply showing what the subject looks like to something far more exciting. Amazing light can turn the most humdrum picture into something interesting, and can transform a good picture into something truly spectacular.


Of course, light is all around us: from natural sunlight, to moonlight, to artificial lights from houses and streetlights. The masters of available-light photography seem to be able to work magic with what is available, using only a few reflectors or diffusers to give it a boost or to manipulate it.


However, when lovely, quality light just isn’t there, isn’t spectacular, or you aren’t able to wait for that sunset or sunrise, there is another option—to create and control your own light using flash. If you’ve only ever used your camera’s onboard flash or a flashgun fastened to the hotshoe, then chances are you’ve had disappointing results. Hard, unflattering shadows, red eye, and a loss of natural atmosphere are regular complaints from photographers who often go to extreme lengths to avoid using strobe power. There is a way to utilize flash properly, however. Taking control of your flash, changing its position relative to the subject, and altering its light output via different modifiers is a great way to achieve amazing, professional-quality results.


Using flash in this way was previously the reserve of the well-kitted professional, armed with years of technical knowledge and experience. Nowadays, however, it’s far easier and cheaper thanks to built-in wireless triggering systems and a glut of aftermarket accessories. Also, with digital photography you can see the results instantly on your LCD screen, which is a massive aid to getting well-lit images. The Flash Photography Field Guide aims to counsel you in how to effectively use your flashgun, as well as to inspire you with some great images and details of how they were taken.
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A stunning poolside location and a pretty model are the basis of a potentially good image, but harsh overhead sun ruined the light on the model. A flash, just out of frame to the right, reduces the harsh shadows. Nikon D3X; 35mm focal length; ISO 100; 1/250 sec at f/11.





BASICS


Whether it’s coming from your flash, the sun, or the interior lights in a building, all light has certain properties that a clued-in photographer should be aware of. It doesn’t matter if you’re shooting a lovely landscape, a natural-light portrait, or blasting away with an on-camera flash in a dark nightclub: if you learn to consider the properties of the light, then you’re in a great position to understand how the photo will look. You’ll also understand how you can alter the light, or introduce your own effectively.


Whenever you take a photo, the six key properties of light you should consider are as follows: the quality, direction, contrast, intensity, evenness, and color temperature. You should also bear in mind that if you alter one of those properties by modifying the light in some way, such as by introducing a flash, that these properties will change and affect each other.


That may seem like a lot to have to think about, but the more you do it, the easier and more natural it becomes. Eventually it will feel like second nature and be a real aid in helping you quickly decide what to do with your lighting, such as where to position your flashes, how to modify their output, what color gel you may need, and much more.


Once you’ve become proficient at judging light and can make informed decisions quickly, it’s much easier to focus on your subject. In fact, a lot of getting used to using flashes is all about creating a process that you can easily and quickly modify for lots of different circumstances.


However, none of that is possible without a decent understanding of light. Over the next chapter, we will take the mystery out of light and its properties.
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Without a clear understanding of light, you’ll find it tough to capture natural-looking photos of interiors, for example. Mixed light sources—from daylight, to halogen shop lights, to flash—are skillfully combined in this shot. Nikon D3; 14mm focal length; ISO 200; 1/40 sec at f/8.
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The light in this gloomy study was very hard to make flattering, so overpowering it with flashguns—two on the subject and one on the background—was a wise choice. The lighting here is totally different to that in the dress-shop shot. Nikon D3; 62mm focal length; ISO 200; 1/250 sec at f/11.





Quality of Light


Quality of light is one of the biggest considerations a photographer should bear in mind when taking a picture. It’s a crucial element in the lighting mix that really determines how your subject will look—especially if you’re taking a portrait.


Quality is the term used to explain how “hard” or “soft” a light is. It’s nothing to do with the quality of the lighting kit you used to take the photo, because—and here’s a little secret—once light has left its source, it’s just light! It doesn’t matter how expensive the light source that it came from was.


Hardness or softness of light is crucial in determining the overall look of your photograph. It’s pretty easy to tell the difference between the two kinds of light, and it’s important to quickly get to grips with the difference. In general, hard light produces very hard-edged, distinct shadows, while soft light produces much softer shadows. It’s all about the transition between the highlighted area to the shadowed part of the photo; if there’s a gradual transition, it’s usually indicative of soft light, whereas a very hard line is bound to come from hard light.


A soft light is often called a diffuse light, where the beams of light tend to bounce around all over the place and fill in any hard shadows, rather than producing the very parallel beams of light that might come from a small or distant light source.


The easiest way for a photographer to consider the difference is to think about the relative size of the light source compared to the subject, not the actual size of the source. For example, on a bright sunny day with no clouds, the light is very hard and produces dark shadows. The light source, the sun, is huge—in fact planet-sized—but it’s a long way away, so is relatively small compared to the subject. On a cloudy day, the clouds will diffuse the light to a varying degree. Relative to the subject, they are much larger, and hence the light is softer and more diffuse.


A small flashgun, for example, is generally considered to produce a hard light source as it is small. However, if it was placed a few inches above a tiny insect, it would be huge, and therefore would be a soft light source—remember, it’s relative size that matters.


The relative size of the light source is something that often confuses photographers. If you have a flashgun that’s very close to a model and you then move it farther away, the light gets harder as its relative size gets smaller. This can be confusing because this light may bounce around off floors and walls and fill in the shadows, giving the false impression it’s actually softer. However, in a dark room where the light doesn’t bounce around, or outdoors, it would be much harder.


So, what use is this for photographers? Soft light is generally much more flattering —wrinkles on a person’s face tend to get filled in with light, rather than appearing as deep creases with dark shadows, so soft light is often used for flattering portraits. But hard light has its uses too; it’s more dramatic, and gives harder-edged shadows that work well if you’re photographing men, for example. It’s also often used in fashion, where porcelain-skinned young models with perfect makeup are made to look more dramatic with harder lighting.


The easiest way to make a hard light, such as that from a flashgun, appear soft, is to make it bigger in relation to the subject. This could be as simple as moving it closer, or more often, modifying it—like shining your flash through a photographic umbrella or softbox, or even bouncing it off a nearby wall. This way, the umbrella, softbox, or wall becomes the light source, which is a lot bigger compared to the original size of the flash. It’s also possible to soften the light by diffusing it, such as stretching a white diffusion silk over a photographic beauty dish, or swapping a silver-lined dish for a white-lined version, for example. However, this isn’t as effective as using a much larger dish!


Experienced photographers often spend lots of money on beauty dishes of various sizes and finishes, a whole array of softboxes with all sorts of different diffusing material, and lots of umbrellas of various shapes, finishes, and even colors too—all just to modify the output of their flash to get the perfect balance of hardness for each subject. In general, just remember that softer light is bigger and more flattering, filling in all the rough surfaces; harder light is smaller and more dramatic, exaggerating any imperfections or textures.
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These two photos were taken with exactly the same lighting setup and exposure. However, the first is taken with a large light source—a large white beauty dish almost overhead and a reflector underneath—and the second is taken with a small, 18cm-wide silver-lined dish. The telltale signs of the hard light in the second photo are the hard shadows under the nose and chin. Soft light is more flattering, but hard light can be more dramatic—if your model has good enough skin to take it! Canon EOS 5D Mark II; 85mm focal length; ISO 100; 1/160 sec at f/16.
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A single, hard light source—in this case a flash fitted with a honeycomb grid to restrict the light to a small pool—can be effective and dramatic, especially for gritty portraits of male subjects. Nikon D3X; 50mm focal length; ISO 100; 1/250 sec at f/5.
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Soft light isn’t just for women! A large soft light close to your subject gives a lovely light that’s suitable for all ages and genders. It’s a surefire way of getting a pleasing portrait. Nikon D3; 150mm focal length; ISO 200; 1/250 sec at f/7.1.





Direction of Light


Along with quality of light, direction is another key property that will totally change the look of your images. With most stills photography, what we are essentially always doing is trying to make an object look three-dimensional when it’s shown as flat and two-dimensional on a computer screen or in print.


Our brain instantly recognizes that the object is a real, three-dimensional object by the way it is sculpted by shadow. Without shadows, everything looks flat. So instead of thinking “photograph the light,” as described earlier in this chapter, you can alternatively think, “photograph the shadows,” as it’s often the shadows that make your subject look real. Too many photographers try to get rid of shadows by over-lighting.


For example, imagine if we photographed a smooth, white pool ball on a plain white background, and there were no shadows due to the light bouncing all over the place. We would have trouble even seeing the ball was there; it would seem to be a blank white picture.


More often than not, there will be some shadows in your scene. If the same ball was photographed with a light source right next to the lens, then the shadows would fall behind the ball and we would hardly be able to see them. It would probably look like the ball was a white disc or plate, if we could even see it at all.


Now imagine if that light source was taken away from the axis of the camera and placed higher up. We would see a lot of shadow underneath the ball, and our brain would instantly recognize it as a ball. Suddenly, the subject really would look three-dimensional. So moving your light source away from the direct axis of the camera lens is beneficial in creating interesting shadows, and true three-dimensionality. In other words, the worst place for your flash to be is close to the lens. That’s exactly where pop-up flashes are, and not far off where hotshoe-style flashes usually fit. It is better alternative to get your flash away from the axis of the camera—especially if it’s the main light source in a photo.


However, it’s not just about getting your main light off-camera; the direction of light is important, too. Our brains are programmed to get used to light coming from above—either from the sun or in a building—so if your main light source is higher than eye level, it looks reasonably natural. It’s a good idea to check the direction of the shadow of the subject’s nose. If it goes down, all is well. If it goes sideways, or even worse, upwards, then the light position might not be the best when trying to achieve something reasonably believable.


Lighting from below looks unnatural and is called “horror” lighting. It was widely used in the Hammer horror films of decades ago—good if you want to make the viewer feel uneasy.


Side lighting can be very effective as it gives a great three-dimensional feel, and often, a deep shadow behind the subject if they’re not too far away from something like a wall. Try to keep your subject’s nose pointed roughly in the direction of the light source so that their face will always be at least partially lit, rather than in full shadow.


A very effective lighting technique is backlighting—where the main light comes from behind your subject. This is the exact opposite of what many people do. “Put the sun over your shoulder,” was the advice given to generations of photographers. Of course, this means your subject is squinting into the harsh sunlight.


Often, it’s better to turn the subject around so that the sun provides a backlight or rim-light—lighting that gives a lovely edge to the rim around the subject. This means that your subject’s face will be in shadow. Natural light photographers simply increase their exposure so that the sky and background blows out and goes flat and white. Armed with a flash, you can keep the exposure as before to leave plenty of detail in the sky and background, then pump some light back into your subject’s face to bring in the detail. This is an easy go-to technique that almost always works. If there isn’t any sunlight, put your own in by using a second flash. We will discuss this more in later chapters.


If you’re lighting an inanimate object rather than a person, it’s often better to only use backlighting. Think about lighting around the subject, rather than lighting it. That way the light streaming toward your lens adds another dimension to the photo.
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Side lighting—in other words, light coming from the side—can give a dramatic effect to your portraits. It’s often important to make sure your subject’s face has some light on it, as in this case. The light was a single Nikon SB800 flashgun to the right of the camera, fitted with a honeycomb grid. Phase One 645DF; 55mm focal length; ISO 100; 1/160 sec at f/6.3.
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Light coming from the left edge of the shot and from slightly above, pointed directly at this subject’s face, adds mystery to the shot. The light was a flash fired through a softbox fitted with a honeycomb grid to stop it spilling onto the background. Nikon D3; 85mm focal length; ISO 200; 1/125 sec at f/9.
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A lovely rim of light around the dancing couple was provided by a Nikon SB800 flashgun fastened to the end of the DJ table in the background. Nikon D3; 14mm focal length; ISO 200; 1/15 sec at f/2.8.
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On a bright, sunny midsummer’s day, try turning your subject so that the sunlight is behind them. You can see the direction of the sun from the shadow cast by the skater. A flash to the right of the camera and held high pushes light back into the subject’s face, without which he would have ended up as a silhouette. This is a much-used and valuable technique to master. Nikon D3; 32mm focal length; ISO 200; 1/250 sec at f/20.
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Light coming from behind the subject often works very well. In this case, flashguns hidden in front of the two cars and aimed back toward them provide the interesting light pattern. Nikon D3X; 34mm focal length; ISO 100; 1/200 sec at f/13.





Contrast


If quality and direction are two basic tenets of good photography, then contrast is where it gets a tiny bit more technical.


Contrast is the difference between the bright, lit part of the scene, and the dark, unlit shadow areas. If there’s a huge difference in brightness, it’s high contrast; if not, it’s low contrast.


If you’re armed with a flash meter you can take highlight and shadow readings, work out the difference in terms of f-stops, and then determine if that range falls within the dynamic range of your particular camera’s sensor. Unsurprisingly, that’s far too technical for most people, especially if they’re trying to work reasonably fast, so a good way to judge contrast before you take a photo is to squint at the subject. You may get some strange looks and have to explain yourself, but it works!


Of course, the other alternative is to take a photo and check the LCD screen on the camera to see if you have managed to retain detail in both the shadows and highlights. You can use the histogram for this, but it’s easiest just to look at the picture on the screen. It’s not technically ideal, but it works for many people.


If you discover you have too much contrast, you have two options. The first is to adjust your exposure so that the most important part of the scene is captured properly. If the main area of interest is in shadow—someone’s face that is backlit, for example—then by exposing for the shadows the background will be high-key, featureless, and bright. This may be the effect you’re after. Alternatively, you can expose for the highlight areas and let the shadows go to black—it’s a creative decision.


The other option is to reduce the contrast, usually by filling the shadow areas with some light. You could use a reflector or an additional light source to do this. This is called a “fill light” as opposed to the “main light.” A word of warning: if your main light source is, say, 45 degrees to the right of your camera, many people put their fill at the other side at a similar angle, usually set at a lower power setting. However, these really are two very different light sources and will produce two sets of opposing shadows that may partially cancel each other out. It’s a very old-school approach.


The new rule is that a fill light shouldn’t go farther over than the axis of the camera lens. Actually, the axis of the camera is an ideal place for a fill light. An onboard flash, or a ringflash—a kind of flash that goes right around the outside of the lens—can be a great fill light. That way, any shadows go behind the main subject, so there are no conflicting second shadows. However, rules are meant to be broken, so often main and fill lights do come from different sides. That’s the beauty of photography—there really is no right or wrong way to do it.
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The contrast in this photo is designed to give a complete range of tones, while still offering some shadows to avoid flat, overlit photos. From the gray background to both sides of the model’s face, the contrast has been carefully managed by altering the position of the main and fill light. Nikon D3; 85mm focal length; ISO 200; 1/200 sec f/16.
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There’s lots of contrast in this photo, and it’s all the better for it. The combination of a hard main light, dark background, dark clothing, and a dark studio means there is a huge difference between the brightness of the well-lit parts of the face and the darker, unlit parts. The hard light and gritty post-processing brings out the weathered face of this round-the-world adventurer. Phase One 645DF; 120mm focal length; ISO 100; 1/125 sec at f/14.





Intensity


Intensity is the measure of how bright light is. In photographic terms, we usually think of this in terms of EVs, or more usually, the f-stop or aperture it requires for the scene to be recorded accurately at a given ISO or shutter speed.


For many years—certainly before the advent of digital photography with its instant feedback—the intensity of light was a crucially important factor. Photographers would spend a long time metering the light with handheld meters, or using their experience of their own camera and its TTL metering system, plus the sensitivity of the film emulsion they were using, to make a judgment on what camera settings to use. Then they had to wait for the film to be processed to see if they had judged it accurately.


If you add using flash into the equation, it gets even more tricky. Flash meters for the advanced or well-off photographer, and guide numbers and basic mathematics for the amateur, were the order of the day. Nowadays, it’s much easier with more advanced cameras, and of course, you can view each picture on the LCD screen immediately after taking it.


To get the “correct” exposure, we can alter three main parameters on our cameras. The first is ISO—the sensitivity of the sensor. If light is low, you can increase the ISO. Of course, the best image quality is at the lowest or base ISO, so increase ISO at your peril if you’re looking for the finest quality results.


The second parameter is shutter speed. Adjusting this can introduce camera shake or motion blur if you go too low and either the camera or the subject moves. On the other hand, high shutter speeds can freeze motion unnaturally.


The final thing that can be changed is the lens aperture, or f-stop, which alters the depth of field. A narrow aperture—a larger f-stop number like f/22—means more of the photo is sharp from front to back. A wide aperture—like f/2.8—gives a shallower depth of field.


Bringing flash into the equation adds another parameter. There are two ways to change the intensity of the flash: the first is by changing its power output, whether manually or by using the camera’s built-in control system and exposure compensation, or by simply moving the flash farther away, which affects how brightly it will light the subject. Of course, if the camera is controlling the flash, and you move it farther away, then it automatically adjusts and increases the power until it reaches its limit.


You may run into problems when trying to mix flash with ambient light. If you’re working with low light levels, then most flashguns are powerful enough to act as a main light, even when their power is sapped by shooting through a softbox.


Bright days in full sunshine can be problematic. One solution is to move the subject into the shade, but sometimes this isn’t possible. In that case, your little flash has to match, or overpower, the light from the sun, which is a tall order—especially if you’re trying to make the light soft by using a modifier like an umbrella.


You either need extra power—from several flashes working together—or bigger, more powerful flash units. It’s the intensity of the light at a given distance that you are trying to alter: you can’t magically adjust the intensity of the ambient light from the sun.
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At dusk on a summer’s evening, a small flashgun has ample power to light up a scene, even when fired through a softbox. In this case, the camera’s ISO was put up to 400 so that the sky retained a little of its color, rather than just being overpowered by the flash. This shot is all about bright colors—the red dress, blue sky, and green leaves. Nikon D3S; 24mm focal length; ISO 400; 1/200 sec at f/6.3.
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An amazing location for a shot, but there was no shade to speak of and the sun was blazing overhead. The ambient light intensity was very high, and the noon sun put the side of the car nearest the camera into deep shadow. Powerful flashes were used to reduce the contrast and light up the side of the car and its wheels. Phase One 645DF; 55mm focal length; ISO 100; 1/250 sec at f/6.3.





Evenness and Color


If you thought dealing with contrast and exposure in an image was challenging, then just the mention of the inverse square law may send you reeling. But fear not, it’s here to help you!


In very basic terms, the inverse square law dictates that the farther away you move a light source from the subject, the less bright the subject becomes, which is pretty obvious. But what the light also does is fall off in a more extreme way the closer you get to the light source. So, for example, if you’re lighting a group of four people in a line with a single flash that is right next to the end person, that person will be very bright, but the luckless soul at the other end will not be so fortunate. However, if you move the flash farther away, say another 12 feet, the relative difference in brightness diminishes. The person closest to the flash will still appear brighter, but not a lot brighter than the last person.


In practice, this means that if you’re lighting a group, or want even coverage on a big subject—like the photograph of the car on the previous page—then you have to move the light farther away. However, this not only affects the brightness, but also the quality of the light. The brightness of the subject will be reduced, and the light will become harder. You can counter this by making it bigger, perhaps with a softbox or simply by increasing the power. Congratulations, you now understand the basics of light! Soon it’ll all become second nature, particularly once you master the final property of light—its color.


Color temperature is measured in Kelvin, which you can accurately measure by using a color temperature meter that you can then set your camera white balance to. If you shoot Raw format then you can adjust the color balance in post-processing. You may think you can do the same if you shoot JPEGs, but you can’t—not with any great accuracy or quality. Ambient light changes color at different times of the day and under different weather conditions. Bright midday light is most often thought of as “normal,” and is usually marginally warmer than your camera’s flash white balance setting. Low evening sunshine, like sunset, is very orange, and light in open shade or on a cloudy day is much cooler and “blue.”


For artificial light, tungsten bulbs—like many typical household bulbs—are very orangey and warm, whereas fluorescent bulbs are often quite green, although they can be mixed in with some magenta. The only time it matters to get it spot-on is if you are mixing light sources—such as using a flash on a subject in a room that’s lit by household bulbs, for example. If you want to match your flash to the ambient light, you’ll have to change its color by putting a specially colored gel in front of it.
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The orange-colored tungsten lights in this church are obvious, especially compared to the natural light coming in through the altar window. Human eyes naturally compensate for this effect, however, so anyone inside the church wouldn’t perceive the light being particularly warm in hue. Nikon D3; 14mm focal length; ISO 200; 1/10 sec at f/2.8.
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A cloudy day at an airport where it’s obvious the light on this airline worker is very cool and blue. Leica M8; 35mm focal length; ISO 160; 1/250 sec at f/2.
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