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INTRODUCTION


It’s hardly an original thought that light is the basic commodity of photography, but there are different ways of dealing with it, and of thinking about it. One is to find all the different kinds of lighting situations and see how best to use them; how to take advantage of each one, and what subjects and scenes do best under each one. That was my focus in the last book I wrote on the subject –Light and How to Capture It (formerly titled Capturing Light).


Here I want to approach it in a different way, and think about it more in terms of how a photograph looks. This is one of those words that sounds hopelessly vague, and yet we all think we know what it means. The look of a thing, the look of a person, the look of a picture. It’s fundamental, important, and we all want our pictures to look good and special. As I hope I’m going to show, it is possible to define the look of a photograph, and it very much boils down to the quality of light. And shadow. And the way they interact with each other. The scale of difference between them, how they intersect, help each other or fight each other.


The book has two currents running through it. One is a gentle push toward the importance of light and shadow in a picture – salient in the terminology of visual perception. You might say that they’re bound to be important to any creative medium that uses light to record, but as a glance at a random selection of photographs would show, there can be other things going on in the picture that attract much more attention, like an eye-catching event, or a striking expression. Nor does every photographer by any means have the same regard or feeling for light and shadow. That’s no criticism – we all have different priorities when it comes to making an image. As it happens, I do enjoy the texture and feeling of light on a scene or a subject. Perhaps those aren’t the most likely pair of adjectives to use for light, but a number of photographers, and I’m one of them, find something almost tangible in the way that light can fall on a surface, or bathe the scene, and how shadows can have a presence. Let’s call it light-forward photography, where its effects can take over the image, and can even sometimes be the whole point of the picture.


The second current is the partnership between light and shadow. You can’t usually have one without the other, and yet light gets most of the attention, with shadow being a by-product. Well, technically it is a by-product of light. It gets cast by light, but visually and creatively it’s an equal partner, and can often become the most evocative part of an image. That’s a pretty big claim, particularly as the value of shadows have at times been downplayed in Western art, while traditional Chinese and most Asian art have mainly ignored them altogether. I’m going to take time to justify the claim, particularly in Chapter 5: Shadowlands. I’ll expand on this as we go.





CHAPTER 1



LOVE LIGHT


This is about enjoying light itself, savouring it and taking pleasure from its nuances. It’s about light as an activating quality in an image, that does much more than just make things visible. It makes photographs worth spending time with.


There are a number of ingredients that go into the making of a photograph, and lighting quality is one of them. The others are the subject itself, the composition, viewpoint, moment, colour, and two technical ones – processing and equipment. These vary in importance from one picture situation to another, and also according to what strikes the photographer. What sets light apart from the others is the sheer scale of its variability. Consider just one outdoor scene from one viewpoint, and how different it looks from one hour to the next, from one day to the next, one season to the next. Light forecasting is like weather forecasting – immensely complex and not always successful. In this way, light affects two of the other ingredients directly – subject and moment – and all of the others indirectly. Simply, the graphic arrangement of light and shadow will influence how you compose a shot, the viewpoint you choose and the lens, as I covered in the first book of this series, On Composition. Light controls colour, and that’s the subject of the next book – On Colour & Tone – while the following one – On Black and White – is absolutely dependent on the purity of relationships between light and dark.


Certainly, I’m going to get into technical details, like lightness constancy, black and white points, expanding shadows, equalization and forward scattering. If you love light, it’s rewarding to be able to handle it confidently and with skill, like any of life’s pleasures. I like food, too, so I learned how to cook my favourite dishes. If you want a classic like, say, lobster bisque, it will definitely take knowledge, skill and effort, but the way I see it, that only makes it more rewarding and more fun. It’s the same with light and its more special kinds. The more you know about how light works, how it interacts with other things like the atmosphere and surfaces, and how exactly it creates shadows (of which there are more kinds than most people think), the better you’ll be able to handle it. This is especially true with the more special and unusual kinds of light being showcased in this book, because they depend on some uncommon behaviour. Being able to predict that increases your ability to catch those moments and combinations, and if you’re in full command of exposure and processing that will help in capturing them without mistakes.
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SPECIALNESS


Most people want special. We’re encouraged to aspire to it. Whether it’s in consumer products or experiences, or the things we make or do, the idea of ordinary has been downgraded and made to seem somehow unsatisfactory.


Despite that, we all know ordinary means regular, standard and normal, and that ought to be perfectly fine. Light in photography is no exception, at least to people who rate it high on the list of what makes a good photograph.


Much of this book is about finding, recognizing, and creating special light. I believe that light has that potential and can be exciting. But first, you need to buy into the idea that specialness is what we should be striving for. Not everyone does. Some photographers are simply concerned with other things and don’t have time for it. This happens in news photojournalism, for example, and that’s understandable (although when there is time, there’s no event-driven photograph that can’t be better and more effective for making use of good lighting). Then there are some photographers, mainly leaning toward conceptual art, who see visual skills and attractive imagery (the two often go hand in hand) as merely tricks to please audiences. I don’t agree with this, but it’s a point of view.
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Early morning mist just as the sun rises behind trees, the Round Pond, Kensington Gardens, in September.





There’s a distinction, in any case, between special in the sense of well-crafted and impeccably managed, and the out-and-out special-as-rare. We’ll be dealing with both of these, but rarity is probably what most of us understand when we think of specialness. The two pictures here are of the rare special kind, and I think most photographers would immediately be alerted to possibilities if they were standing where I stood on both occasions. It’s tempting to put such situations down to luck, serendipity, unpredictability, but that’s not entirely true. If you lived in Beijing and passed through the Sanlitun district every day, you’d know that at certain times the sunlight bounces off gold-tinted glass onto the concourse below. And if you lived near the Round Pond in London’s Kensington Gardens, as I do, you’d be waiting for one of the very few autumn days when there’s a sunrise ground mist.
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Shopping concourse, Sanlitun, Beijing, with sunlight reflected from windows.









TONES & ZONES


The Zone System, created around 1940 by Ansel Adams and Fred Archer, was a technique for perfecting exposure and film development in black and white, and while this has little to do with modern digital sensors and displays, its lasting value is as a way of describing the meaning and purpose of each of the distinguishable tones from black to white.


Without getting bogged down in sensitometry, we can still take zero to ten as a reasonable number of divisions, one ƒ-stop apart, and co-opt it for the modern world. The two ends are pegged at pure black and pure white, and the vast majority of photographs happen well within those two. There are only a very few occasions when you might want either of those extremes in a picture.


This is a perceptual way of dealing with light and shadow, and it is display-referred, not scene-referred. By that, I mean it depends not on what the actual light levels are, but on how they look on a screen or on a print. Those are where photographs live, so it’s not just about the dynamic range that the camera can capture. Even so, this is a fluid area of technology, with phone, tablet and monitor displays improving constantly in the contrast ratio they can show. Ultimately, though, I’m arguing that what matters most is how we – the human vision system, if you like – appreciate, discriminate and interpret photographs. One trait we all have is dividing scales into steps so that we can put labels on them, and the Zone System (below) does a good job of this. The groupings above the scale of tones are my interpretation, and as you see, there’s some overlap.
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The simultaneous contrast illusion, in which the same tone (the grey of the two circles) appears differently according to the brightness of the background, can be used to enhance or suppress local brightness in pictures, as seen overleaf.
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The original Zone System divides the tonal scale into 11, with pure black (0) and pure white (X) at each end. Intended to aid exposure by the photographer ‘placing’ an important part of the scene on one zone so that the other areas ‘fall’ on their respective zones, it also encourages analysis of the scene before shooting.
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This shot of an old carriage house looking out toward a courtyard, with its high dynamic range, contains all the photographic tones, for the most part clearly delineated in blocks, as shown in the diagram. The range from bright to shadow inside the building is greater than the range from high to mid outside because the light source (the doorway) is smaller and facing the camera.
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There are two reasons why we need an overlap in the middle of the range. One is because our brightness judgement is strongly affected by the surroundings – the background. There’s a well-known visual illusion – a processing error, basically – called simultaneous brightness contrast. As the illustration above shows, the same tone appears differently against darker and lighter backgrounds. Without even going this far, photographers and painters before them have long been taking advantage of it by using dark backgrounds to push bright subjects to an even brighter appearance. It happens only with middle-range subjects, and our tone scale needs to be flexible enough to allow for it. The second reason is open shadows, which are the kind we identify as shadows because they’re cast by light and have edges, but which nevertheless are relatively bright because of reflected light lifting them. More on these in Chapter 5: Shadowlands.


We can start to look at what these tones can represent, could represent, maybe even should represent, and I’ll return to this in particular in Chapter 4: Highlights and Chapter 5: Shadowlands. Importantly, it allows for differences in opinion: for example, you might want to render a certain area of shadow as having good texture, or I may want it to be darker so that it shows just a mysterious hint of detail, while someone else might want to really open it up to see everything that’s going on. It can also work for skin; the original Zone System descriptions assumed Caucasian skin, but that’s an out-of-date term and we need to extend it up a stop/zone toward whiter and down two or three toward dark and on even further towards extremely dark skin. Skin tones are complex and sensitive, as we’ll see.
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An example of simultaneous contrast in operation, in which the reflection of the woman in a shop window is naturally darker, yet the lit area of her coat appears almost as bright as the actual coat, by standing out against a darker background.









LIGHT & SHADOW


Instead of thinking solely about the light falling on a subject and how to manage it, as many photographers do, I suggest a different approach for many scenes – treating the relationship between light and shadow.


Shadows are not always significant in a scene – with flat lighting and flat subjects, for instance – but when they are prominent you can make use of them. First, in the composition, if they’re large and well-defined enough to have real shape. Second by controlling how they look, in depth, contrast and detail. This is what Chapter 5: Shadowlands is about, because shadows are much more than just the opposite of light. I see them as an equal partner in the image, and with some very special characteristics.


For now, however, I want to concentrate on the relationship between light and shadow in a single image. They can work together in very different ways, as the two photographs here show. In both, the lit and the shaded parts have a strong and purposeful relationship. The Korean temple is bathed in startlingly clear mountain light as the sun rises over a crisp, winter morning, and the areas of light and deep shadow form an interlocking pattern that takes over the entire scene. In complete contrast of mood and style, a lidded water container in a Japanese carpentry shop achieves a subtle presence by studied use of a technique known as countershading. In this, which was used extensively by Dutch Golden Age painters such as Johannes Vermeer, broad light from a window to one side falls across the subject from left to right, while the illumination on the background (in this case, the rough wooden planking) goes in the opposite direction, from right to left. The result is that light and shadow act as counterpoint for each other, which helps to give the subject a stronger sense of volume, and to stand forward. Countershading tends to happen naturally in a typical small interior with a single window, because of the short length of wall on the window side (its shadow extends onto the background wall), but in a studio shot lit by a single bank, you can use a flag or barn door and adjust the distance to the background. More on this in Chapter 3: The Basic Scenarios.
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Exceptionally clear air with few atmospheric particles is the ideal condition for high-contrast outdoor lighting, as here at one of Korea’s largest temples, the Bulguksa, dating to the 8th century. Overhanging eaves and nearby leafless trees cast such distinct shadows that they become an integral part of the composition.
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Sidelight from a north-facing window is broad yet directional, casting soft-edged shadows that enhance the sense of volume of a Japanese wooden container. For more on this effect see Volumetric Shadow.









DRAWN TO THE LIGHT


All other things being equal in a scene, the eye naturally moves from dark to light. Other things, of course, include subject matter, which can overwhelm lighting if it’s interesting enough.


Nevertheless, in any scene where the lighter parts are smaller than the darker, the eye tends to move toward them. In other words, picking up on an idea I introduced in the first book in this series, On Composition, bright areas are salient, regardless of whether they contain anything interesting. They catch the attention, and we’ll see many examples of this in the course of this book, from tiny sunstars to geometric slabs of light projected onto a scene. Now, the whole idea of salience in photography is about what as viewers we find important visually, and while that can be any number of things and influenced by what’s going on in our minds at the time (looking for a friend in a crowd will exaggerate the salience of faces), here I’m interested in light. What are the conditions for light taking over in a shot, for being the main event, so to speak?


There’s one basic, generic kind of light salience, and that is when the tones throughout the image flow from shade to brightness. In other words, when there’s what’s called a ramp from the edges inward, from dark to light, which creates a kind of tunnel effect. Sometimes it’s a literal version, looking out from a dark space to a bright exterior through a door or window, as shown here, and sometimes it’s created by lens vignetting, but the key to this is the change from darker to brighter. When it comes to perception, it isn’t that we’re attracted to the light for its own sake (we aren’t constantly looking at the sun), but rather to the contrast between light and shade. This is arguably stronger in a photograph, because the frame is fixed, there are edges to limit the scene, and you as the photographer can decide the proportions of light and shadow.
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The slight mist on an early spring morning enhances the smoothness of the dark-to-light ramp created by a combination of darker trees at the sides and lens vignetting, which was deliberately left uncorrected to preserve the sense of drawing the eye inward.





This effect is at its strongest in scenes where there is some sense of a ‘tunnel’, in which the frame edges are darker than the centre, for instance a room with a far window or a wooded country lane leading to a distant landscape. If there is no sharp edge between foreground and distance, there will be the sense of a ramp. This happens in both the pictures here, and in both is also exaggerated a little by lens vignetting. All image processing software has controls for correcting vignetting, as it’s considered technically to be a fault, but you might want to consider what it can bring to an image by subtly focusing the attention inward. The vignetting controls can also be used in reverse, to enhance the tonal ramp and further darken the surrounds of a photograph.
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Both images, indeed all of this kind, work best when there’s a smooth tonal brightening (or ramp) toward the centre, which gives an almost irresistible attraction for the eye to follow.
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Pre-dawn in Venezuela’s Canaima National Park. Here, a 20mm wide-angle lens takes in a large area of sky, which shades strongly outward from the area surrounding the sun, still below the horizon.









REFLECTED LIGHT


Isuspect that most of us, without giving it too much attention, think of light as being emitted by some source that’s burning or glowing, like the sun, a lamp or a spotlight. Yet there are many situations, all in some degree of shadow, where the source of light is reflected, not direct.


To be sure, there are reflections everywhere we look, and outdoors in the daytime sunlight is bouncing off everything from clouds to faces to buildings. Indeed, how it bounces off surfaces is what makes things recognizable. Reflections as light sources are a little different. They are different even from reflected fill light, which most photographers are familiar with and use from time to time, whether it’s placing a portrait subject closer to a sunlit wall to lift the shadows on one side of the face, or carrying a collapsible silver reflector, or in a studio using white flats and cards.


To work as the main or only light source, a brightly reflecting surface needs a few conditions. The setting needs to be dark, meaning in shadow and with no other competing reflections. It also needs to be out of frame to work well, as in both the examples here. The overall light levels drop, but with the sensitivity of modern sensors this hardly matters for photography. What does matter is that the sheer variety of lighting quality is much, much greater than from direct light. This comes first from the huge number of possible surfaces, from mirror-like to matte. Then there’s the size and shape of the reflection, and the angle it’s at to the scene. With sunlight, as this is from overhead to some degree, a reflected source is typically from one side and low, which can have a novelty value. All of these play a part in giving reflected light an infinite range of quality, not to mention colour (which I’ll explore more in the third book in this series, On Colour & Tone).
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Typical of tropical light, a high sun strikes the floor surface on the balcony of a traditional Thai house, which becomes the off-camera source of light for this interior, bouncing upward.





An important creative result from this variety is the potential that reflected light sources have for being unusual, and for inviting a certain amount of guesswork from the viewer, which is a useful quality to exploit. This is one case where photography lighting breaks with movie lighting. Most of the time they have similar aesthetics, but most lighting for cinematography has an extra need – to be logical and understandable to the audience. One of the best-known Directors of Photography, Roger Deakins, stresses the need for ‘justification for lighting in a shot’, and argues against lighting coming unexplained from elsewhere: ‘It just doesn’t feel real. I don’t know where that light is coming from.’1


Still photography regularly benefits from the opposite – different lighting to add fresh interest – because it isn’t a mise-en-scène for an event. Each picture is its own justification, and ambiguities and uncertainties help give it character. Many of the most interesting, even sometimes puzzling, light effects come from reflections. They can be subtle, small, and not always obvious, but they contribute, and you can see them elsewhere in this book in, for example, Specialness, Lustre, and Reflective Shadow, among many others.
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While the sky out of frame edge-lights the man’s shaven head, the key light, not obvious to the viewer, is reflected sunlight from the glass windows of an office building.









NATURAL CROSS-LIGHTING


Cross-lighting is the technical term (used particularly in cinematography) for having two opposed lights, each illuminating a different part of the subject, and is quite special when you find it in natural lighting.


Shooting with two or several lights in the studio or in a managed location is typical, to the point where using a single light is actually a spartan choice. Outdoors in natural light, however, it’s rare, for the obvious reason that the sun dominates everything. This makes it all the more prized to find situations where the sun’s reflection is strong enough to stand up to the direct illumination, and there are only a few such opportunities. This feeds directly to the idea of specialness that I was just talking about, and if you enjoy light for its own sake in imagery, these are conditions to take advantage of whenever you come across them.


The runner by the lake is a classic scenario of cross-lighting, and while it’s not hard to work out what’s happening, at first sight it’s sufficiently unusual to be eye-catching. This is early morning, and a low clear sun lights the scene from the left. From this position and in this direction, however, the sunlight bounces not once but twice – first off the glass windows of a tower block out of sight and from there off the waters of a small lake, the Serpentine in London’s Hyde Park. The result is two strong lights on a natural scene. As you’d expect, this slightly unusual lighting situation covered only a small part of the wider landscape, and needed a telephoto lens.
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Two strong light sources give this picture its essential quality, as the illustration below explains, with a low morning sun from the left added to reflected sunlight from a building out of frame and partly masked by the tree.
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Adding to the strong mountain sunlight streaming into this Swiss hotel bedroom, reflected sunlight from the far side of the partially open French window brings a second layer of lighting interest.





In the interior shot, part of a commercial assignment, it’s the warm glow from the left panel of the French windows that makes the scene come alive. There was nothing complicated, simply the sunlight bouncing off the right panel at this angle, but it delivers the Alpine atmosphere that was wanted, and the art director used it to introduce a narrative question mark – why was the phone left hanging? This is not ordinary shadow-fill that typically you might give from a reflector simply to balance the main light. Here it has the strength to make itself felt as a second light source.






LUSTRE


While lustre is a material quality, it relies on certain kinds of light, both direct and reflected to come into play. It’s a very specific quality, and also one that is traditionally valued and appreciated, mainly because it’s associated in many people’s minds with some luxury items.


In that sense it’s different from almost all other lighting qualities because it involves the audience, the viewer. You’ll often see objects described as lustrous in a casual way just as an extra positive, but the real meaning is a variable, shifting reflectivity, and you find this in certain materials, for example gold and silk, both shown here. Simple reflections, such as in a mirror or still water, don’t qualify because they’re too perfect, but there are subsets of lustre that are nuanced, and include metallic, silky, pearly, waxy. Precious minerals like amber, jade and diamonds have their own. When I say nuanced, I think everyone can relate to these varieties and understand what they mean, but most of us would be hard put to explain the differences. I’m not even sure how important it is for photography to understand the differences, but it’s essential at least to know how to get the most out of them. Because lustre depends on both the surface and the light, there are certain lighting conditions that favour it, and in general this means a direct source that is fairly broad but still distinctly directional, backed up by strong but very broad reflections.
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