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INTRODUCTION


WHEN INTRODUCING A SUBJECT AS VAST AS PORTRAITURE, it is necessary to define this type of photography, and how this book relates to such a long tradition of art. A portrait is defined as a display of the likeness of a person or a group of people, but the meaning of portraiture and the artistic role it plays depends on the context of the piece itself. In short, why do we make portraits at all, and who are they for?


The meaning of portraiture all comes down to its aim. A portrait can be created for the subject or sitter themselves, for another client, or for the photographer’s own purposes. My own beginnings in photography were synonymous with self-portraiture. I used myself to provide a human element within scenes lit with improvised light sources to show something I wasn’t entirely sure of at the outset, sometimes fuelled by a subconscious personal or emotional motive that was later interpreted in different ways by different viewers. As I progressed I worked with other models, not just to counteract certain restrictions in using myself, but to diversify—to photograph different bodies and faces, and to engage in the new shooting experiences that photographing others provides. I have created portraits of other people that reflect their purposes, my own purposes, and sometimes a mixture of both. A portrait can exist to tell, to show, or simply to display a semblance in the most observational sense. In documentary photography, a portrait can appear to be a chance encounter with another human being that gives the impression that the photographer has seized the moment and recorded the subject’s appearance “just as it is.” Driven by a desire to record real people in their element—candid or semi-candid, unstyled, trendily deadpan, dishevelled even—these photographers seek to make a statement about that particular person or their situation. Portraits can also be fictional and contrived. In what is known as tableaux vivant (“living pictures”), photographic portraiture can almost cross over into the realm of painting, giving a result that elevates and embellishes the subject. If we keep moving in the direction of this extreme we come to fashion photography, where the subject becomes literally a “model:” an actor posing for a commercial purpose, styled and made up appropriately, polished to represent perfection in order to sell something.


Throughout the winding path of my photography career so far I have encountered a tension between the two extremes: I want my images to be bold and striking (maybe with the help of a stylist or a specially selected location), but I also want a story to unfold organically, and a sense of candidness and naturally-occurring juxtapositions to develop. I don’t want everything falsified, and I want some spontaneity to seep into the process. It’s no accident then that a lot of my early self-portraits weren’t necessarily created with a heavily storyboarded masterplan. Though the situations were set up specifically to be photographed, they were also open to numerous chance events during the process and therefore relied heavily on my own instincts.


This book is structured using stories rather than technique because, as all artists know, artmaking often does not follow a linear path. The creation of photographic portraiture hinges upon the efforts we make to fuse preparation, location, inspiration, and model to create more than just a replica of what we see before us: to allow something alchemical to happen between the model and photographer—something more than just a click of the shutter. All of my pictures have had these key moments occur during both the shooting and processing, and they have all had different, unique processes of coming about. The stories in this book are divided according to environment: natural, urban, and those shot in regular interiors. At the same time, this division is not entirely rigid, and there are overlaps: it simply gives focus to the sense of adventure involved in moving from one location to the next. For instance, some images would work well in the nature chapter as well as the urban, and some images span both.


This book provides a different look at portraiture as we conventionally know it, and there are very few ordinary headshots or standard likenesses that might be encountered in formal portrait photography. This book is devoted to exploring portraiture at its most creative—that is, to portraits with context, story, and constructed elements. The contributors have been carefully chosen to showcase a new generation of artists whose representations of the human being are uncommonly imaginative: from the conceptual thinking behind the subtle nuances in the work of Susannah Benjamin, to the fairytale tableaux of Kirsty Mitchell’s Wonderland and its hand-crafted props.


This book offers something different to the world of contemporary portrait photography: a fusion of the often sober messages found in sophisticated contemporary photography with the wider appeal, sheen, and visual arrest of mainstream portraiture found in various facets of commercial photography.
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MARIA (2010)


Model Maria Procopi, from a shoot in Hackney, East London (see here). The use of location, costume, color, close-up, and pose all contribute to this slightly quirky fashion portrait.





CHAPTER 1


APPROACHING PORTRAITURE


THERE IS PORTRAITURE THAT EXPRESSES YOU, PORTRAITURE THAT EXPRESSES THE SUBJECT, AND PORTRAITURE THAT EXPRESSES BOTH. WHILE PORTRAITURE IS ALL ABOUT THE HUMAN CONDITION, WHETHER WE SHOOT A CONTRIVED IMAGE OR A SUBJECT “UNPOSED,” ALL PHOTOGRAPHY IS A FORM OF MEDIATION. UNDERSTANDING OUR OWN DIRECTION IN PORTRAITURE REQUIRES US TO SHOOT AS MUCH AS WE CAN, WHATEVER KIND OF PORTRAITURE THAT MAY BE, TO DISCOVER WHAT WE MOST DESIRE.


THE SAYING “practice makes perfect” can be applied to photography, even though the words themselves are somewhat inappropriate. The word “practice” seems to imply working in private on your photography, only to expose the finished product to judgement in a world where there is no one judge. The word “perfect” wrongly suggests that we should seek an infallible quality, which is simply impossible due to the subjectivity of art. Instead, it’s your own “practice,” as in your own act of “doing,” that performed on a regular basis, brings together your ambitions with reality. The more you physically create work, the more you will learn—not only about the technically skilled aspects of photography—but about your own approach, which really is the key to developing your own workflow as an artist.


The more I shoot, the more I realize that there are certain qualities I seek in an image, and the better I become at recognizing those needs earlier on. These qualities include depth, motion, and lighting, all of which I talk about in this chapter. However, it is inaccurate to assume that the more experienced you get at photography, the quicker you will get at taking a photo idea from concept to execution. There will always be surprises, and that is in the very nature of art. One of my most important lessons in growing as a photographer was in accepting idiosyncratic elements of my own approach, much of which involves embracing unpredictability; a quality I thought might seem amateurish compared to other photographers. I realised that my approach was already representational of my methods, and in a manner of speaking, already level with other photographers, who are equally imperfect. The fact is that others will always seem to be one step ahead, but this perspective is a fallacy; like an observer charting a plane’s progress across the sky, from the outside it seems quiet, peaceful, and serene. However, viewed from the inside it reveals a rickety, unstable interior with any number of uncomfortable conditions for the traveller. Other photographers’ methods will always differ, but are not inherently inferior or superior to your own. They are simply irrelevant—a comforting self-assuring reminder that, in a sense, you are your own artist (though of course we can always cherry-pick tips and pointers from others).


In this chapter I also address the importance of editing, but not merely in terms of Photoshop adjustments. The images on-camera are an unrefined set that can be meaningless; the selection process—choosing an image from a set of possibly hundreds of others—needs as much artistic thought and direction as the shooting stage. It is no different to adding another layer of brushstrokes to a painting, or shaping the detail on a sculpture. The processing we now perform on computers is akin to the image retouching and enhancements that were possible in the days of the darkroom, but the accessibility of digital photography means the possibilities are almost endless, and the tools available increasingly sophisticated.
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WITHOUT MY UMBRELLA (2010)


This is a self-portrait shot in the garden of a London house one happy solitary morning. Using the water from the hose that took on the appearance of rain, I conveyed the mood of a spring shower: rejuvenation and a new beginning.
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THE PORTRAITIST AS ARTIST


PHOTOGRAPHY IS A POWERFUL MEDIUM, AND REPRESENTS MANY THINGS TO DIFFERENT PEOPLE. MOST OF AN IMAGE’S POTENTIAL FOR IMPACT IS COMPLETELY DEPENDENT ON THE VIEWER’S OWN TASTE, EXPERIENCES, AND EXPECTATIONS.


PHOTOGRAPHY IS AN ART, and while society seems to find it immensely difficult to define art, it really needn’t be as complex or debatable. Forget everyone and everything else for a moment—art is whatever the artist says it is, whether it is liked or not, bought or not, esteemed or not.


The artistic form of photography is one that is often confusing because it is so bound up with the science of making a photograph. Having struggled for decades to be recognized as an art form, not all photography produced is intended to be enjoyed as art. This book is specifically about portrait photography as art, which means that all of the images within this book have been produced with that intent in mind. Even in the photography that was produced for commercial purposes there was something more than simply copying a semblance of a person; there was the wish, however subtle, to move the viewer.


There are innumerable different genres within photography, and yet “photography” is often discussed so generally, with most debates about photography occurring as a result of confusion around different purposes of the photographic image. For example, while one commercial photographer might use careful technique to light a subject to its most realistic semblance—for specific use in a textbook or brochure—another plays with motion blur and candid crops to be able to convey something more akin to emotion than reason, to use the image in fashion or fine art—a world away from the aims of the other photographer. Equally, either photographer’s image could be criticized by someone approaching from the opposing mindset. In my own career, I have spent much time puzzling over my place within photography, mainly entwined in a conflict between following the conventions of the fine-art world, and the expectations in the fields of fashion and commercial photography. I have wondered about my direction, whether it’s possible to pursue more than one direction at the same time, and even if it’s possible to fuse them.
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HARMONY STRING (2011)


From my earliest days in photography, I have felt strongly that craft and presentation are as important as “message.” Not in the sense that there should be a general bible of craft the artist should internalize before beginning to create, but more that we should feel encouraged to explore photography in imaginative ways and embrace the creative possibilities of the visual medium, without feeling that the conceptual intent is enough.


For me as a photographer, the most important thing is to continue creating photography as art: that is, for the majority of it to be produced independently, personal work produced by a desire to express myself through a visual form. However, as I am inspired by imaginative and compelling advertising, film posters, cinema, and beautiful or challenging fashion photography, I cannot ignore my continuing ambition to produce commissioned work that can be seen on other platforms besides the gallery wall of fine art. I also recognize that the fine-art world is limited to those who have the disposable income to buy art; I want my work to penetrate to multiple circles, not just to the elite.


It is grounding for everyone to learn, and remember, that you do not have to be a genius to create art. That does not necessarily mean everyone can be an artist or photographer, but it quashes the notion of only extraordinary people being able to produce art. After all, if art can be anything you say it is, and if we all have a consciousness able to interpret the world, then the craft behind producing art—the actual photographic skill—is just something that requires mastering to help better the delivery and execution of that art. I find it fascinating, and a little sad, to see how obsessed people can get with insecurities over equipment, technique, and the level of success of their work. It is comforting to note that an “artist” exists outside of the measurements of all those things. You are an artist because you create art. Whether people like what you make, whether your skills are recognized as competent, or whether or not you have won an award, held an exhibition, or have gained any other kind of accomplishment is another topic and mostly relates to popularity, reputation as a photographer beyond just artistic circles, and whether or not you can make money from your work. In the last chapter of this book I explore these more mercenary topics in further detail.


DEFINING AN ARTIST


While the main criterion needed to be an artist is to simply have the intent to create art, this should not be confused with the simple desire people have to “be an artist.” That is, achieving the label should not be the primary aim. Wanting to fit in with other artists, craving recognition from the outset, and worrying about your technical capabilities are all misguided feelings that should be cast out. Looking at other artists’ work and studying the history of art is beneficial, and some might argue is greatly important, but I believe this should be balanced with a certain withdrawal from outside sources: a determination to draw guidance only from within yourself. This will not guarantee unique photography—far from it, for we are all consciously and subconsciously inspired by everything around us, photographic or not. Absolute originality is the unicorn of art, and should be dismissed as mythical. The pursuit of an artist should be to constantly remix their inspirations, adding a certain personal element that only they can offer into the blend, and mixing all of the “done before” ideas with other references to reemerge as new art. This is not just in one picture, but across a whole body of work—across a whole lifetime’s worth of bodies of work. That persistence, even if it can’t be called originality, is one that intelligently explores, rediscovers, and reknits everything gone before, and as a result is authentic, and thus unique. That personal persistence and artistic drive, in my own definition, is what makes a real artist.


People wanting to learn photography and to pursue it—for whatever reason, including those who want to be artists—can often put too much dependence on books, magazines, workshops, videos, and other kind of tutorial material. They can also look at the work of other artists too obsessively, and doubtless feel desperation, insecurity, and confusion as a result. Of course, everyone who starts out in photography is inspired by something or someone, and it can take time to shed the initial signs of that influence, but it is crucial to establish self-esteem in first believing in the validity of your own artistic expression as a foundation upon which to healthily build inspiration from other artists and sources. When you continue to make more and more work, you will see that your development lies in your own work itself: it is the main place you will find inspiration, guidance, and indeed everything you need to know about how to create your next piece. As an artist, it is by keeping close contact with your materials (in our case, that is the camera, software, models and so on), and in continuing to produce work, that you will improve your skills and also establish to yourself what your intended concepts are. This is not to be confused with simply improving technique, as that is only one part of the process, but rather forcing yourself into the process of production that actually gets your work made. Sitting and worrying, comparing yourself to others, over-planning and over-thinking, and fear of failure or imperfection simply leads to inertia. That is why I have always been eager to speak of how liberating it is to simply “go out and do” photography and engage in creating as soon as you spark an interest in the art. That is why I have often discouraged studying photography at college or university without accompanying the experience with hands-on activities, practical pursuits, the physical creation of artworks, and thus engaging in the “real world” so that the world of study does not seem to be such a false, insulated idyll once you leave it.


Guidebooks often focus solely on technique, the way to execute ideas without much attention placed on the content or concepts of photography. Then there are books about artists which tend to focus only on the end products of an esteemed artist’s process with minimal text, where there is too little about technique or process, as it is not intended to encourage the reader to create their own art. This book that you hold in your hands is the happy medium, full of stories that take into account everything during the process of producing artistic and conceptual portrait photography. You, the reader, are invited to look into the hopes, gambles, intentions, mechanics, struggles, and happiness behind each photograph to glean more than one kind of information and inspiration, with the full encouragement and assurance that art—that creative portrait photography—is also made by you.
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WHILE STOCKS LAST (2011)


Thinking about concept has become increasingly important to me, though I am careful to try not to overthink my images. The first real “topic” I have felt drawn to is the world itself, the environment, and the pictures that surround us every day. I want to let aspects of heightened reality disrupt an image of otherwise tranquil beauty or peace.
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APPROACHING A PORTRAIT


THE MOST FUNDAMENTAL ASPECT TO THE DIRECTION OF A PORTRAIT SHOOT IS WHAT SETS THE BOUNDARIES: THE PURPOSE OF THE SHOOT, WHETHER IT IS FOR SOMEONE ELSE, OR FOR THE PHOTOGRAPHER’S OWN OPEN-ENDED USE. THIS LARGELY COMES DOWN TO WHO THE IMAGES ARE FOR, WHICH DICTATES THE CONTENT. HOWEVER, EVEN IN A COMMISSIONED SHOOT THE PHOTOGRAPHER MAKES AUTONOMOUS DECISIONS ON ALL THE AESTHETIC FACTORS.


PURPOSE


I feel that my whole photographic life is almost a mission to psychoanalyze myself through my photography, to discover what I am trying to do, what makes a good photograph, and why a certain image worked when another did not. Breaking a portrait down into key areas such as composition, lighting, and concept is greatly beneficial to any artist seeking to understand photography as a learnable skill, but much more importantly, for the developing photographer it’s also invaluable in understanding photography as an art, and thus a method of understanding your own style of that art.


The main question I ask myself when going into a shoot, and hence the crux of most shoots, is “how do I best bring together this subject with this location?” The entire book dedicates itself to answering that question, but the following pages directly address the things that influence how the subject and location come together: the subject’s personality, the available context (props and location), lighting, and the intended mood or message. In bringing those together, it is about applying depth, color, decisions on motion or pose, and post-production to bring out a portrait to its fullest potential in line with the artist’s vision. From here I will look at each of these factors.


MESSAGE


Whether I photograph myself or another person, there are always surprises. When I shoot a self-portrait, I have to allow for the randomness of composition that can result from not being able to frame myself in-shot, and when shooting another model, I often allow their personality, strengths, and limits to lead their poses and behavior. The fact that I most frequently use natural lighting often contributes to a whimsical “caught” quality, and when it comes to meaning, I never work solidly on delivering a message as if it were arriving at a door in a pizza box. Instead, I go into a shoot with something in my head—be it an inspirational film scene, or a photographer I discovered in a book or magazine, a prop I found in a charity shop, a photogenic piece of flowing fabric, or a location with quirks I want to somehow capture with a human element. My work is most always visually led: that is, I shoot until I see something I like, and wait for meaning to arrive. I allow the piece to tell me something, rather than impressing a preconceived idea onto the piece. The photographer Philip Lorca DiCorcia said, “if you put yourself in a meaningful situation, meaning will find you … if you try to put meaning into something as a way of adding content, it always falls flat” (British Journal of Photography, May 2011). What I have found fascinating is the way that one’s subconscious mind can work when shooting: often, we don’t know what the message is—it’s up to the picture, or our viewers, to tell us. I encourage photographers to not worry about rigidly conveying a set message and to instead build upon an initial thought, to allow shape, lighting, and color to come together, and to move with the fluid spirit of a shoot.


PERSONALITY


The word “model” is a funny one. Some photographers dislike it for being a detached way of describing a human being, almost as though the subject literally becomes an inanimate object. It implies that the person posing is acting for the camera, which is not always the case. However, it’s a word I mainly use out of necessity. Whether the main purpose of a portrait is to parade a garment or tell a story, I find that the model almost always has an impact on the result of the image to some degree.


Sometimes a model can become chameleonic, bending to every whim or desire of the photographer, which ultimately means that the same model can be used multiple times. The vision of some artists is subjected upon the models and locations in a manner that reigns in the variables and keeps their style recognizable, while for other photographers the personality of the model is unleashed and allowed to break free through an image, to color it essentially with the model’s own personality, maybe not playing the role so much as a “model,” but more a portrayal of their own self. The direction of a portrait depends heavily on the photographer’s direction; if they have a preplanned idea, they will be much more inclined to instruct the model’s every move. When a photographer is shooting more open-endedly, waiting to be inspired by the model or the scene, it is more likely that the model will do something unexpected and perhaps inspire the photographer. A perfect example of this in my own work are the images of Grace on the car on here.
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ON SET


Although I admire several genres of photography, it is shooting portraiture that is my passion. Placing the human element into a context is my instinctual way of making artistic sense of a location, no matter how interesting it may look by itself.
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AISLES (2011)


Shot with model Ruby True in a theatre during a workshop (see here). For this image I wanted to make use of the vast seating area by shooting from the balcony, gaining a higher vantage point to shoot a motion-filled multiplicity composite.
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DEVOTION (2011)


During this fashion production shoot, I was intrigued by the parallels between the mannequin and the statue of Jesus. I wanted the model to stand between the two very different icons and strike a pose to play “the fashion model” juxtaposed between the two.
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LIGHTING


AS FAR AS EQUIPMENT GOES, IT SHOULD BE REMEMBERED THAT A PHOTOGRAPHER DOESN’T NEED A TOP-END DSLR TO CREATE STUNNING PORTRAITS. A BETTER CAMERA MIGHT ALLOW YOU TO TAKE PICTURES IN LOWER LIGHT, AT A FASTER SPEED, OR WITH BETTER RESOLUTION, BUT THE PROGRESSION OF CAMERA IMPROVEMENTS DOES NOT NECESSARILY CORRELATE TO THE SUCCESS OF YOUR WORK.


THE CAMERA ITSELF CAN ONLY OFFER TECHNICAL IMPROVEMENTS, and what will always matter more is intention and content. However, as far as the immediate technical considerations go, one of the most important (along with lenses) is lighting. For some photographers, lighting is the very first consideration, above anything else. Photographs are, essentially, constructed from different volumes and qualities of light. However, when it comes to approach I tend to think first about the setup and intended mood, and then tweak the lighting around those elements.


NATURAL LIGHTING


You could spend your whole career using natural lighting if you so wished. Lighting gear simply gives you more control in creating a certain ambience wherever and whenever you want. It is my instinctive aim to eliminate the need for artificial lighting wherever I can: if it’s possible to work with ambient light, I naturally go ahead with it, as in the image of Zane. I shot the image Rising in the East (see here) in a studio with natural light coming through the skylight. Soft and diffused, it made a perfect synergy with a shot taken outside in the same diffused light to make the final composited rooftop portrait.


Sunset and sunrise can be rewarding times to shoot because the gentle sun, low in the sky and warm in appearance, becomes a magical source of lighting in itself. On here there are two dystopian-themed portraits I made at these times of the day in Malibu and in Dungeness.


In any level of sunlight, there are great benefits to using a reflector—and being such a cheap and minimal piece of equipment, I recommend at least taking along a reflector on a shoot, especially if you are not taking lighting equipment. For both indoor and outdoor shoots, a reflector can have a great effect, filling in shadows and going a long way to illuminating a scene.
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ZANE WITH TRUMPET (2011)


This portrait of Zane involved a tricky and rather ambitious positioning. I wanted to keep the lamp at the correct exposure behind her trumpet, which I achieved by producing a semi-HDR portrait.
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ZANE (2011)


This portrait was shot in the corner of a dark, run down building, and was lit by bouncing the light from outside using a reflector.





A notable example of where I’ve used a reflector with natural light are my portraits of band Visions of Trees on here. I also shot the images of Grace on the car (see here) with a Photoflex LitePanel (a large freestanding reflector).


HDR (HIGH DYNAMIC RANGE)


When it comes to lighting a high-contrast set-up, where for example the subject is near strong light entering through a window or against a bright sky, there are different lighting options to consider. I might expose for the background and light the subject with flash, but alternatively (or when flash is not possible), I auto-bracket the image for an HDR image. I take multiple shots (usually three) of the same frame, and merge them in Photomatix, a piece of software that produces HDR images from different exposures of the same scene. By creating an HDR image, I achieve the correct luminance and exposure across all parts of the frame, where the camera would usually have to choose between exposing for the shadows or the highlights.


HDR is not generally observed to be suitable for portraits because an animate subject moves very slightly between the shots, inevitably causing ghosting. Where possible, I keep the model in a still enough position so this doesn’t happen—but this is usually only effective in itself as a solution when the model can lay down flat or sit down firmly against something, without any breeze or movement whatsoever (such as in the wide tub shot on here). The main solution I use is to mask over ghosted areas from one of the original exposures, basically inserting a small non-HDR element into the image and applying subtle tonal changes to make it match. Examples of where I have combined exposures for a HDR or semi-HDR portrait in this manner include Zane With Trumpet (see here), Memento (see here), and Moored (see here). Each had a slightly different approach to the HDR process, described on their respective pages. I don’t always wish for the dramatic effect of opening up the shadows in a picture, and sometimes I choose to work purposefully on one dark exposure to maintain realism or mystique, as was the case in the processing of Heatstroke on here.


IMPROVISED LIGHTING


Many of my self-portraits have been shot with what I refer to as “improvised” lighting sources: that is, objects that emit light within the frame, but which aren’t technically natural or professional lighting. These have included flashlights, candles, lamps, an operating light in a derelict hospital, and a stage spotlight. Most of the time, these behave in the manner of ambient or natural lighting, and often means that I can engross myself in the mood of the environment without worrying about the myriad possibilities present in introducing a new light element that can be manipulated in countless ways. At other times, the light is either too weak and needs creative post-processing (for example candlelight), or too strong and needs careful shooting in case of over-exposure, such as the operating lamp on here (auto-bracketing for HDR would be a good idea in this case). At other times I find that these objects are best when accompanied by another lighting source—it really depends on the situation.
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OLLA (2011)


This portrait was shot with just the light from the window and the ambient light from a modeling lamp.
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SHE OUTSMARTED NURTURE (2009)


This was an unusual situation for me, shooting a multiplicity self-portrait (with assistance from my partner Matthew) and mixing in-camera motion blur with light from a flash unit.





CONSTANT LIGHTING


Constant lighting is similar to the lighting quality achieved when using improvised sources (discussed on the previous page). It has the same tungsten (orange) appearance, and offers the same advantage of the ability to see the actual effect of the lighting in real time. I enjoy using constant lighting, and did so, especially at the start of my foray into using professional gear, because of my previous tendency to use improvised sources. I find it empowering to see the scene before I shoot. Depending on your intention for the final image, it is usually necessary to change the white balance to tungsten so that the images are not over-saturated, especially if the image is a fashion portrait showing a lot of the model’s skin and face. I shot In the Swing with constant lighting, and also Something Moved Her (see here).
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