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Russell and Eric talking about art and life. 2019, Death Valley.
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Russell by Eric, 2019, Death Valley.
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Russell by Eric, 2015, Adobe HQ.








Foreword


Art, technology, and education have always been at the heart of my career at Adobe, where I’ve spent the past 40 years helping to shape digital-imaging tools such as Photoshop and Lightroom. But beyond software, I’ve always been most passionate about the people who use these tools to push creative boundaries. That’s why it’s been such an honor to witness and support the journey of Eric Paré and Kim Henry, two artists who have not only pioneered a new form of light painting but have also inspired a global movement of creators.


I first met them as an admirer of their work, but after taking one of their workshops, I saw firsthand how their unique blend of photography, dance, and light transformed into something truly magical. This book is more than just a collection of stunning images; it is an invitation to learn, explore, and create. Eric and Kim have always been generous in sharing their knowledge, and now, through these pages, they are passing on their expertise to you. Whether you’re a seasoned artist or a curious beginner, I hope this book sparks your imagination and encourages you to experiment with the limitless possibilities of outdoor light painting.


Russell Preston Brown


Senior Principal Designer, Adobe Inc.
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Introduction


A creative constraint can spark a decade of exploration. This chapter traces the origins of our light-painting journey and introduces ideas, tools, and intentions that shape this unique form of photographic expression.









Introduction


Let’s be honest. When you first heard about light-painting photography, what was the first thing that came to your mind? A naïve looking heart drawn on a black canvas? At least that’s what I (Eric) used to think light painting was about. I’ve got nothing against that, but my interest was elsewhere. My whole perspective (and my world, quite frankly) shifted when painting with light became the answer to a creative constraint I was facing.


To cut a long story short, my previous career as a programmer and my experience as a photographer led me to code software that could control multiple cameras simultaneously. In 2012, I was experimenting in a tiny black studio with a circular 24-camera rig. As I was trying to figure out how to light my subject, it became clear that I needed a very concentrated light source that wouldn’t reveal the cameras or the lighting equipment in the frame. The answer was light painting, and I spent hundreds of hours practicing, trying to master (or at least understand) what I was doing. Over the course of a few months, I began to define what would become my signature: the 1-second light-painting portrait.


In early 2013, I dove into the creation of an ambitious personal project: LightSpin. To make this short film come to life, I created half a million pictures of contemporary dancers in the dark combining light painting, stop-motion, and bullet-time techniques. During this process, I met dance artist Kim Henry, who had a profound impact on the project. Sharing complementary skills and interests, we quickly became creative partners, traveling around the world making art.


In 2015, we stumbled across a long plastic tube in a hardware store somewhere in San Francisco. This simple four-foot tube guard was not made to create art, but rather to protect industrial fluorescent lights. We bought one, intending to insert a flashlight inside and use it as a long light-painting tool. We tried our idea that same night on the beach. Little did we know that this tool would once again change the course of our artistic journey, allowing us to create art that merges light painting and landscape photography. A whole new world of possibilities was opening.


As a light painter, I am not behind the camera; I’m physically in the frame, alongside the model, actively participating in what is being created. The performative aspect to this type of photography is very fulfilling to me. When you’re deeply invested in a night session, there’s no room to think about anything else. It’s a powerful experience to say the least.


This book is based on ten years of experimentation, and is designed to be a tool that you can rely on and be inspired by as you prepare, go out, and create your own light-painting photographs. It is as if a part of us will be with you in the field, although we’re not here to impose absolutes or truths; we’re here to share our method, derived from over a decade of light-painting photography. Take what you find useful and make it your own.


Like any craft you might aim to master, this technique requires practice, although its essence is simple. Trust us, the process is a beautiful one to dive into. Whether you are new to photography or light painting, or experienced in either or both, we believe you’ll find something valuable in these pages. And if it impacts you in a positive way, we hope you’ll pass the light on to someone else.
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A single frame of Kim Henry from the project LightSpin, 2013.
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Our light-painting journey started with a small 24-camera rig in Montreal, Canada.
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San Francisco, 2015. This image was created on our first night using a plastic tube guard with a flashlight inside as a light-painting tool. This is our first successful outdoor light-painting picture.









What is light painting?


Is light painting a photographic technique or an artform? We believe it can be both. It is the intention with which we approach and use it that makes the difference. Light painting is usually defined as the technique or art of moving a light source, in a dark environment, while taking a long-exposure photograph. But for us it is more than that. It is a way to be and relate to the world.


There are three main approaches to light painting:


[image: ] Moving the light source in front of the camera: The traces of light are visible and integral to the image, acting as a subject.


[image: ] Moving the camera intentionally to create light traces from stationary lights: You might already have created something like this (shown here) with your smartphone by accidentally moving it while taking a picture in a low-light environment.


[image: ] Moving the light from outside the frame to illuminate a subject: The impact of the light is visible but not its trails. This is sometimes used as a lighting technique in landscape astrophotography to reveal a subject in the scene.


For the purpose of this book, we will be referring solely to the first approach when we talk about light painting; moving the light source in front of the camera.
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The trace of light, created by a sparkler in this example, is a central visual element in the composition, alongside the human subject.






HISTORICAL CONTEXT



As light painting and long-exposures go hand in hand, we could suppose that the former would be as old as photography itself. In the early days of photography, exposure times were necessarily long due to technical limitations, making any moving light source visible as a trail.


The first known light-painting image was created around 1889 by Étienne-Jules Marey and Georges Demenÿ, who attached incandescent bulbs to the joints of an assistant with the purpose of studying human motion.


Although early experiments such as these were mostly serving scientific purposes, light painting eventually started to appear in the explorations of artists using photography as a medium. During the 1970s and 1980s, few artists experimented with light painting outdoors using film, as the process was challenging and the results unpredictable. However, digital cameras made outdoor light painting and night photography far more accessible. Photographers could get instant feedback through image previews, allowing for faster experimentation and learning. This, combined with increasing low-light sensitivity and the overall quality of the cameras’ sensors, allowed the artform to reach a new level in the 21st century.


VARIETY AND VARIATIONS AS A NORM


Whether the artist moves the light to “draw” in the space or uses their entire body to paint in a dance-like manner, light painting often involves a physical expression from which a performative element emerges. This unique relationship with the medium fosters a creative process that distances the artist from conventional photographic practices.


Light painting can explore non-representational visual language using motion, time, and visual abstraction. The result often inspires a sense of wonder and awe. As light painters, we don’t aim to capture reality but rather participate in the creation of our own. And this process is highly personal.


The degree of abstraction, as well as the aesthetic of the artwork, will vary greatly from one artist to the other, influenced by their interests, skills, and personal background, as well as the tools they choose to use to create their pieces. Some have carved an artistic style for themselves by narrowing the focus of their practice, developing an expertise that makes their art instantly recognizable.


Making outdoor light-painting photographs can be a playful and joyful creative experience. It can also be an almost sacred one, a moment of connection to oneself, others, nature, and the sublime all at once. In any case, most say it’s addictive, in a good way!


Before we dive into the technique we use, we want to share the work of two skilled artists we love, who are masters at their craft and generous with their knowledge. They both create outdoor light-painting art with a very different aesthetic to ours, which speaks to the importance of the personal creative voice of the light painter in the making of their art.
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Pathological Walk from the Front, circa 1889.









Profile Denis Smith


Denis Smith is an Australian-based artist and educator who uses light painting as a medium to push himself physically, creatively, and technically. Known for his mesmerizing “Balls of Light,” Denis has been creating light-painting art and sharing his passion with others for more than 15 years. You can find Denis’s work at: denissmith.com.au


How would you describe your approach to outdoor light painting?


Over the years I have learned to have different expectations. Coming home with great images has become secondary. Fun, adventure, and excitement lead me down the path, and enjoying the experience of creation is paramount. Setting realistic expectations means I can sometimes come home with “nothing,” so great images are a bonus. My very first images were on beaches and in the mountains; it was where I found solace, where I healed. These days I am looking through these eyes again, and my practice has come full circle.


What do you enjoy the most about creating outdoors?


Making images outdoors is hard, but I love that. New locations and the experience of planning for weather, moon phases, and access is always exciting. There is something magical about being separated from humanity, being alone, which is incredibly easy in Australia. When the journey has been challenging, the result is always sweeter. The nature of being outdoors means that the environment is always changing, so day to day, season to season you can explore new ideas in the same landscape.


What do you find most challenging about it?


After 15 years of exploring all types of light painting, finding new ideas to bring to the landscape is incredibly challenging. I started traveling and making images in distant locations, which added a whole new level of complexity around planning and execution. You learn to accept “failure,” but with a focus on the journey it is rare that I leave a place disappointed.


What is your average exposure time?


When I am outdoors my average exposure time would be 120 sec., regularly pushed out to 240 sec. For years I only made images under moonlight, for a “daylight” look, and this pushed my exposure times to the extreme. The most beautiful part of this was learning to use the exposure time for meditation, silence, and to breathe in the location.


Is there anything lately that sparks a sense of curiosity or excitement in your creative journey?


As light painting continues to explode in popularity, I work hard to push myself. My practice has changed a lot, and is more internal, more personal. More than ever, I care less about what others think of my work, which is allowing me to explore ideas in a fresh way. I rarely look at other light painters’ work for inspiration. For the last couple of years I have been looking to other genres of art, music, writing, and cinema for inspiration. There is a deep sense of freedom when your only critic is yourself. Freedom, exploring, and finding inner peace is where my practice started, and I have come full circle, wrapped in light.
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Profile Darren Pearson


Darren Pearson, alias DARIUSTWIN, is a light-painting artist known for his glowing skeleton figures. For more than a decade, Darren has been crafting intricate forms and playful scenes that blend with the surroundings, using a freehand drawing technique. He also brings his characters to life by meticulously capturing hundreds of sequential long-exposure images to produce masterful stop-motion pieces. You can find Darren’s work at dariustwin.com


How would you describe your approach to outdoor light painting?


My approach to light painting outdoors is a delicate balancing act between the idea, the environment, and the weather. I try to do my homework before going out: if I’m shooting at the beach, I check the tide chart for high/low tide; if it’s in the desert, I check the wind forecast so that I don’t end up with a mouthful of sand. These bits of information can be the difference between a dream and nightmare shoot.


What do you enjoy the most about creating outdoors?


The thing I love most about creating outdoors is the sense of solitude I get when hiking. I feel a smallness of being and I get to appreciate the nocturnal sights, sounds, and smells of a world that is equal and opposite to the daytime.


What do you find most challenging about it?


The part I find most challenging about outdoor light painting is giving up control to the environment itself. Sometimes my initial plans don’t work and I have to act in a nimble and dynamic fashion to create something that will work with the landscape. I try to be receptive and loose, going with the flow rather than fighting it.


What is your average exposure time?


My exposure time varies based on the complexity of my freehand drawings. They often take a few minutes, sometimes five minutes or more. It’s rare for my exposures to be under a minute unless they are single-line designs.


Is there anything lately that sparks a sense of curiosity or excitement in your creative journey?


I like the idea that “necessity is the mother of invention.” Personal and collaborative innovations can open doors to new possibilities, and I try to work on projects that will lead to creative breakthroughs in the near and long-term. I am constantly looking and finding inspiration in travel, art, music, and cinema (old and new).
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Technique overview
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Is it real?
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Yes. It is.





Over the years we have often been asked if our images are “real” or not. Every time, we’re happy to share that not only are these photographs achieved in camera, but the technique that creates them is quite simple!


Most of the images presented in this book are single exposures, meaning that the landscape and the motion of light with the human subject are captured within a single shot. Our complementary skills have led us to develop a distinctive aesthetic that combines landscape photography, human performance, and light painting. Yet while most of the images we create feature a human subject with the light painting, the core technique can be adapted to match your own creative vision.


We’ll go into much greater depth in the following chapters, but let’s start with the basics:


→ Tube light painting: This is the name we use for our technique, which refers to the tool we use to create the traces of light.


→ The tool: We primarily use a plastic tube with a flashlight inserted inside (see here) to generate the light. It’s a simple tool that creates beautiful light effects.


→ Long exposure: Every image is captured using a long exposure, typically between one and eight seconds (more on that in chapter 3).


→ The process: The light painter triggers the camera and then creates light trails during the exposure, typically staying behind the model and turning the light on and off to paint the desired shapes.


→ Light source: There is no additional light source besides the tube and the ambient light of the landscape. There are no artificial lights outside of the frame and no flashes are used.


→ Subject stillness: The subject remains motionless during the exposure to avoid creating a ghost effect, where they would appear blurred. We will cover this in more detail in Getting a sharp subject.
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A plastic tube with a powerful flashlight inserted inside is the perfect tool.
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Two views of the same shot, the first one revealing Eric with the light. While we typically work as a duo, this creative process can also be enjoyed in a small group, with friends or family!






Terminology



We use the terms outpaint and inpaint to define how the light painting is executed relative to the exposure time. Both techniques can be performed with the tube light-painting tool and as you progress through this book you will learn how they can be useful in different environments to serve your creative vision.


OUTPAINT


→ The light source remains on throughout the exposure.


→ A beginner-friendly technique that requires minimal equipment manipulation.


→ The ideal entry point for those new to light painting.


→ Light-trail duration matches the camera’s exposure time.


→ Creates continuous, unbroken light traces.
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For this outpaint image, the light was turned on continuously for the 8.2 sec. exposure time.





INPAINT


→ The light source is selectively activated and deactivated during the exposure.


→ Creates multiple distinct light trails within a single exposure.


→ The light-painting duration is shorter than the camera’s exposure time.


→ Requires a flashlight with responsive on/off capability (preferably pressure switches).


→ Allows you to create more complex, layered light shapes within the frame.


→ Offers greater precision and creative control over light placement.
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For this inpaint image, the shape was created by turning the light on and off multiple times during the exposure.
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What’s in my bag


From handmade tools to trusted gear, this chapter shows what we carry in the field. Balancing accessibility and efficiency, each item plays a role in creating, adapting, and staying ready for the unexpected.








When we are teaching high school teenagers, we show them it’s possible to start doing light-painting photography using only a smartphone, a water bottle as a tripod, a cheap flashlight, and a sheet of paper as a light-painting tool. Accessibility to equipment shouldn’t prevent anyone from experimenting with this creative outlet.


That said, I’d be lying if I said that equipment doesn’t matter to me. Optimizing your gear leads to better-quality images and a simpler, more enjoyable process. This chapter takes a look at what’s currently in my bag.


[image: ]



CAMERA BAG



Before we dive into what’s inside, a quick note on the bag itself. I use a hiking backpack with front access to the main compartment. Inside, I organize my gear with various colorful pouches and bags. I’ve been using this type of bag for over a decade. It offers good size, comfort, versatility, and security (as it doesn’t signal that I’m carrying expensive photography gear). However, there are so many camera bag options on the market these days that you can easily find something suitable for your needs and preferences. Whatever you choose, make sure it’s ergonomic. You want to keep your back healthy for years to come!
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Photography equipment


CAMERA BODY


You only need one camera, and the brand you choose doesn’t make a difference in terms of image quality. DSLRs (Digital Single-Lens Reflex) and mirrorless cameras are all pretty good at this point in time. I currently shoot simultaneously with three Canon R5 mirrorless cameras for specific reasons:





→ To document the process, either by filming or capturing behind-the-scenes pictures from different perspectives.


→ To shoot different compositions for every sequence of images (vertical and horizontal, for example). Things sometimes happen quickly, and shooting with more than one camera allows me to maximize the creation time we have.


→ To have the option of using two focal lengths to create a single image (more on that in chapter 7).
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LENSES



I typically carry at least five prime lenses, ranging from 14mm to 50mm. However, if I had to recommend only one lens to start with, I would suggest a 24mm f/2.8 prime lens. Since we mostly shoot in low-light environments, having a wide-aperture lens that allows more light to reach the sensor is essential. Most of my favorite lenses open as wide as f/1.4.
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