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MICHAEL FREEMAN


CAPTURING LIGHT


THE HEART OF PHOTOGRAPHY


I L E X




For professional photographers, chasing the light, waiting for it, sometimes helping it, and finally capturing it is a constant preoccupation—and for some, an obsession. Drawing on four decades of working with light, Michael Freeman takes a simple but practical approach to interpreting, reacting to, and capturing photography’s most valuable commodity.


Capturing Light’s practicable advice is organized into three straightforward sections: Waiting, Chasing, and Helping. Begin by mastering the art of patience, and recognizing the immense value of anticipating and planning for gorgeous light that’s just over the horizon. Then learn the techniques to meet otherwise transient and fleeting lighting conditions halfway, with quick thinking and fast reactions. Finally, make the most of the tools at your disposal to enhance and manipulate light as you find it, covering everything from in-thefield shooting choices to technical transformations in post-production. This is the method of a working professional—the way to interpret, approach, and master whatever lighting situation is thrown at you and always get the shot.




INTRODUCTION


I realize that the way I’ve organized all these lighting situations may seem at first glance a little unexpected: waiting, chasing, then helping. Why not start, for example, with bright sunlight and then work through the times of day, then move on to different amounts of cloudiness? The reason is that while that might make complete sense to a meteorologist, it’s not really the way that light works for photographers, at least in my experience. There’s a huge difference in the way most photographers would think about and react to a succession of fine summer days than they would to a day of squalls passing overhead. The big difference, it seems to me, is between lighting you can reasonably plan for, and lighting that’s unexpected.


All of the lighting in this book is of the kind that’s handed to you by the place and the time. You could call it “found” lighting—most of it natural daylight, some of it the artificial lighting that illuminates homes, offices, and cities. As the title explains, I’m looking at how to capture lighting over which you have no real control. Constructed lighting, using flash or other lights designed for photography and filming, in studios, on interior and outdoor sets, is the subject of another book. The thought processes and working methods are completely different.
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Loi Krathong celebration, Wat Prhathat Lampang Luang, northern Thailand, 1989


A very basic idea is the attractiveness of lighting, and why some kinds are more desirable than others to most photographers. This is a tricky subject, because it’s really about aesthetics and how people’s taste and judgment can differ—or coincide. Most of the time, people take it for granted that the light will look good under these conditions, but not so good under those. Think for a moment about what photographers and filmmakers call the Golden Hour. The “hour” is just approximate, but it means when the sun is low and bright, and it has its well known name because so many of us favor it and plan for it. And it features in this book, (see here). But why exactly? Why do most people find it visually attractive (and they certainly do)? Philosophically I don’t think there’s much value in in pursuing that question, and in the history of art and aesthetics it has never been completely answered. But what we can do very usefully is talk about being conventionally pleasing with light, and about doing the opposite, which is to buck the trend and challenging expectations.


Although I don’t have any ambitions to add more jargon to photography than there already is, the lighting for any shot has a beauty coefficient, or you could call it a likeability factor. The Golden Hour, for example, would score overall about 8 out of 10 on this, and a flat grey sky would come in at around 1 or 2. I’m halfway tempted, but will resist, putting scores like this on each lighting situation in the book. We all have our prejudices and expectations about good, boring, or ugly light, so there’s no need to hammer it home with a ratings system. What’s useful about such a beauty coefficient, however, is that it expresses what most people like. Deep down, it’s conventional, and that’s why there are many occasions when you might instead want to be different.


More than that, I like personally to think that most kinds of light are good for something, if only you think and work hard enough. It’s an intentionally positive, even charitable way of thinking about light, and not everyone would agree. You might think it’s going too far to expect a miserable, bleak wintry day in England, for example (we’re famous for weather and our complaining about it) to ignite any photographic passion. Yet, even now I’m sometimes surprised at the results from what I thought of at the time as disappointing light—so long as I persisted in the shooting.
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Wat Doi Kong Mu, Mae Hong Son, northern Thailand, 1982


One book that made a great impression on me, and made me think more about the quality, mood and overall visual atmosphere of light, was In Praise of Shadows, a slim volume written in 1933 by a Japanese novelist, Jun’ichirō Tanizaki. I read it when I was doing several books about Japanese interiors in an effort to get my head around what may be the most distinct and introverted design culture in the world. Tanazaki helped enormously. The title is perfect. He was giving the counterview to Western Modernism, with its Bauhaus-bright emphasis on flooding life with light and whiteness, with all the associations of progress and optimism. Actually, Tanazaki railed against all of this, writing in a sympathetic but melancholy way of the beauty and even color in darkness. Specifically though, he was having a go at electricity. At one point he maintains that “lacquerware decorated in gold was made to be seen in the dark.” Interesting idea—less light, not more, and that certain experiences call for a particular light. He writes about light in temples being dilute, with a pale, white glow. “Have not you yourselves,” he asks, “sensed a difference in the light that suffuses such a room, a rare tranquility not found in ordinary light?’” Close down and be somber, not unremittingly cheerful. Tanazaki made me realize how lighting contributes to mood.


Most of what follows is non-technical, but only if you define technical as strictly confined to camera and lens settings, calculations, and computer software. This ultimately comes down to exposure, and I dealt with that as exhaustively as I know how in Perfect Exposure. The aim here is to show how to work with natural and available light, and that starts with understanding its qualities. That in turn needs a vocabulary if we’re going to work with light rather than just enjoy it as a sensory experience. Normally, people don’t have that need, and so words to describe the ways in which it falls on scenes, people, and objects are thin on the ground. Most people simply take it for granted. In this, it shares a common difficulty with other sensory experiences, like taste and smell. There is a professional vocabulary, although it is by no means as evolved as the two big sensory industries—wine and perfume. There, the size of the business and the market has forced the professionals to develop a large and precise vocabulary, on the way to becoming a common language. Here, with light, I’ll be using terms like raking, sunstars, barred light, chiaroscuro, fall-off, directional, and fill. Most are self-evident, but where there’s any doubt, I’ll do my best to define them.




1


WAITING
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Sitting around waiting doesn’t sound like much of a management technique, let alone a light-management technique, but done properly it delivers the results. It depends, though, on knowing what you’re waiting for, and this understanding takes things to a different level. Natural light, which is mainly what we’re dealing with here, comes from a combination of climate, weather, and time of day. Climate means location, and you can plan for that by organizing a trip. Weather and time of day continue without any possibility of influence from you, and this is where intelligent waiting comes in. “Intelligent” because waiting involves planning, and it’s a very deliberate approach to photography. Most of all, it’s about knowing what light is possible from all the combinations, what each kind of light is good for in shooting, and how to extract the most from it in timing, framing, composition, viewpoint, and a sense of color (or black and white).


Practically, as a photographer, I divide light into the kinds I can expect, and the kinds that take me by surprise. This makes perfect sense for shooting, because they each prompt a different way of working. With the first group—the group in this first section of this book—you can anticipate and use your imagination to work out the kind of image you’re about to shoot. With the second, unpredictable group, you have to react to the situation as it appears. Naturally, there are borderline cases, such as a shaft of sunlight that spotlights a small part of a scene. If you’re just passing through a new place, and the weather is uncertain, this will probably come as a surprise. But in a location you know well, and in a bout of predictable sunny weather, that spotlight will be repeated, with a slight difference, the following day.


Shooting in the kinds of lighting described here in the Waiting section depends on having reasonable expectations. It also depends on having a feeling for what the light does to landscape, people, and buildings. This includes the more technical matters of contrast: where the shadows fall and how strong they are, how well or not the light separates a subject from its background, and how clearly it explains the shape and form of things. But it also goes further, into the realm of sensation and atmosphere, which are less easy to pin down, but nevertheless powerful components of a photograph. One thing I’m going to warn about is falling into line too easily with the accepted norms of attractive light for photography. Not every scene has to be gorgeous and lyrical. Imagery means variety, and hunting for the perfect—and therefore the same—golden light across a pretty landscape actually means giving up on your imagination and following the herd. I’ve done it myself, and it’s often hard to resist. It’s especially common in contemporary published landscape photography. The problem is that taking this approach means heading in the same direction as others—a sort of photographic gold rush. Just a caution.


TIMING THE SUN




Key Points


Precise Timing


Elevation


Technology





This is not a book about meteorology or trigonometry, but you’ll excuse me for a moment if I trip through some basics that will help in identifying the kinds of light that bring richness to photography; they matter more for this section than the following two. Time of day meets weather to create these many lighting situations, and behind them lay location and climate. Quite a lot to keep a handle on, particularly if you travel.


It helps, I think, first to subtract the weather and just concentrate on the sun and its passage through the sky. The key end-points, as you’d expect, are sunrise and sunset, and not only do these set the timing for the day’s light, but on either side of them, for about a couple of hours, the light not only changes more rapidly, but is also for various reasons especially favored for shooting. This means that most people like the light at these times of day, and even non-photographers start paying attention. Nevertheless, I learned early on that there’s little point asking around for when the sun rises and sets (standard practice before GPS and smartphones could give you a running commentary on the timetables). There are, in fact, relatively few professions and trades that live by the sun; photography happens to be one of them.


It makes every sense now to rely on phones, tablets, or laptops for daylight tables, without needing to calculate anything, but the track of the sun through the sky is a slightly different matter. It changes constantly—very slowly near the equator, more definitely in higher latitudes. Personally, I use a phone app called Helios, which was designed for cinematographers, and has everything from a clinometer to a shadow-length calculator. As long as it has my location, I can work out not only where and when the sun will hit the horizon, but also where and when it will clear a skyline ridge or a high-rise block.


Factoring in the weather dramatically multiplies the possibilities, for confusion as well as shooting opportunities, so be aware that certainty is rare. Weather includes everything from atmospheric haze to clouds and storms—basically anything that prevents the sky from being crystal clear—and it’s the subtleties of weather that create the many nuances of lighting that figure largely in the lives of photographers, filmmakers, and painters, but not too many others. ∎∎
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The sun’s height


With Golden Hour taking up the lower 20º of the sun’s path above the horizon, it’s useful to be able to judge its height, particularly if you want to match this to tables. Approximately, then, if you hold your hand like this, arm out-stretched, these are the heights: 8º for the top of the palm and 15º for the tip of the thumb. Add a third again for 20º.
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Archaeological dig, Kerma, Sudan, 2006


This dig in northern Sudan continued predictably. The variable was the sunlight. I wanted the exact moment at which the sun would clear one of the earthen walls of the site, so that light just caught the archaeologist’s hair and the site plan on which he was writing. This is where timing becomes important.







HELIOS


An iPhone app designed for cinematographers, Helios gives many timings and calculations, including length of shadow as a ratio, 3D views of the sun’s path, a clinometer, and a way of calculating when and where the sun will clear a hill or a building.
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SOFT SUNLIGHT   Manageable Shadows




Key Points


Flattering


Commercial


Medium Contrast





Some light is simply more useful and less troublesome than others—not necessarily exciting, but certainly practical. Soft sunlight stands at the head of this list. This is sunlight softened by haze, to a degree that takes the edge off its clarity while still remaining what anyone would still call “sunny.” It’s a little like cheesecake—pleasant, but not to die for, and everyone likes it. This is universally attractive lighting that does a good job on most subjects, from people to buildings to landscapes. There’s a reasonable amount of contrast that gives form and shape to things, but the gentleness in the atmosphere keeps the shadows open, their edges softened and the whole scene rounded rather than harsh.


All this makes soft sunlight particularly good for modeling things in a rounded, gentle way, perfect especially for faces. These famous towers that make up the ancient temple of Bayon at Angkor, Cambodia, also carry faces, more than 200 of them. Who they represent is disputed, possibly a Buddhist entity, possibly a king, Jayavarman VII. In any case, on this morning I thought they appeared exquisite, peaceful, and timeless. There was no one else there. I climbed onto another tower and shot.
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Bayon, Angkor, Cambodia, 1989
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Soft light


Softened shadows and a hint of warm color.
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Under hard sunlight


This is how the scene would have looked under normal clear sunlight, the shadows deeper and with hard edges, and the colors more saturated.
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Under soft sunlight


In the scene as it was shot, the slight atmosphere—much less than misty—takes the edge off the sunlight, which becomes gentler, with less contrast because the shadows are now more open. The shadow edges are slightly softened also, the colors a little muted, and there is a more definite sense of depth to the entire scene.


The cup of tea glowing in a similar soft sunlight, though later in the day, was taken on the terrace of a tea shop on Rong Hu Lake in Guilin. Tea in China has a much greater significance than its mere appearance suggests, and I wanted to capture the atmosphere of sitting with fresh green tea on a soft day. The shallow depth of field from a very wide aperture helps, but it’s much more about the light. Stronger and more insistent sunlight would have been too sharp.


This is light that works particularly well on commercial assignments, when there’s a planned subject to be photographed and a client to be satisfied, and what makes it particularly useful is its medium contrast range that fits the sensor response nicely. There’s a good distance between highlight and shadow that avoids any sense of flatness, but there’s still unlikely to be any need for shadow fill. It’s also a condition that tends to persist, for hours at least. And because the sunlight is soft rather than intense, it stays more generally acceptable and attractive for longer, even when the sun is higher than you might like it on a really bright day. Again, this is a practical benefit that’s likely to appeal more to photographers who have a specific assignment, often commercial, and who like to plan and guarantee things rather than simply go out and explore. ∎∎
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Oolong tea, Rong Hu Lake, Guilin, China, 2010


GRAY LIGHT   The Beauty of Restraint




Key Points


Contemplative


Low Contrast


Mood





Poor gray light. Few people seem to want it. It’s too ordinary, an all-too-predictable condition in mid-latitudes, often persisting day after day to the irritation of people who know that just above that low layer of shapeless cloud (low-level stratus is the culprit), a warm bright sun is shining. Not only does it give a featureless sky, but also it casts no distinct shadows that might at least give form to objects. If there’s a horizon in the view, nothing above the line of hills or row of buildings is of any interest whatsoever. This is truly the orphan of photography’s lighting repertoire.


Well, hang on a minute. Is there really nothing to do with it? Are we just conditioned to find it boring? Maybe instead it’s worth wondering whether we’re overstimulated by impressive light. A glance at the majority of competent landscape images suggests this, as photographers go to great lengths to capture the simply gorgeous—fiery sunsets, shafts of light, rich magentas, and blazing reflections. It’s like the Hudson River School of painting all over again. Don’t worry, we’ll meet all these and more in this book, and high-octane lighting can indeed be spectacularly beautiful, and appropriate. But not all of the time. The word “mood” crops up frequently when photographers talk about light, and how it contributes. A full range of moods includes more than elation, the sublime, and surprise. There are many occasions for moods that are more reflective, quieter, even melancholy. I learned much about this in the few years I spent shooting in Japan, where restraint in many things conveys a kind of pleasure.
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High Court Judge, St Paul’s Cathedral, 1982





Above all, this is sober light that does little to interfere with the subject. It demands, perhaps, a more rigorous approach to composition, especially with placing subjects against backgrounds that contrast because of their natural tones and colors. Colors, interestingly, can benefit from gray light, as we’ll see on the following pages. Both of the pictures here work beautifully in this shadowless light—to my mind, better than they would have in any kind of sunlight (a personal view, naturally). In one, a High Court judge descends the steps of St Paul’s Cathedral in London; in the other, a yoga position on a rock in a still Chinese river. Contemplative light in both cases, you might say. The pair also illustrates an important choice when working with gray light: how light or dark to make the exposure. The contrast in this lighting is low, so there are no benchmarks for brightness. You can see the scene as darker gray or paler gray, and expose and process accordingly. ∎∎
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Yoga salutation, Beibei, Chongqing, China, 2012
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Darker gray


If you treat the overall gray theme as medium-to-dark, the shadow areas tend to come across more forcefully. This is treating gray light as darker-than-normal sunlight.
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Paler gray


With the lower overall contrast under gray light there is always a choice of brightness. Overexposing lifts the sense of the image to something lighter and more open.





GRAY LIGHT   In the Japanese Garden




Key Points


Saturated


Low Contrast


Color Theme





In case you weren’t convinced by the previous pages, let me take you through a shoot that might explain some more of gray light’s qualities. I was making a book about Japanese gardens, contemporary gardens in fact, but many of them nevertheless followed traditional principles, or developed on them. There have been a number of styles within the long history of Japanese garden design, but most of them eschewed overt colorfulness. Occasional color certainly exists, which explains cherry-blossom and maple-leaf viewing, both valued for their short seasonality. On the whole, however, bright colors from lots of flowers are considered a bit uncouth, and what is valued is a subtle interplay of greens.


To capture these delicate differences, you have to avoid distractions, and one way of doing this is to avoid the contrast from direct sunlight. Another thing you may have noticed from these and the pictures on the previous pages is that I’ve been careful to frame the shots without any sky. Most skies on gray days have no features, and more than that, they are usually much brighter than the land. The result is that the sky raises the overall contrast, but to no purpose. More than this, however, is the effect of gray light on color saturation, and I learned the lesson quite quickly that Japanese gardens often look their best this way. At least, they tend to look the way that the gardener liked (and gardening in Japan is a fully formed art). The interesting thing here is that if you take a range of colors all from the same group—the same sector of the color circle—they appear at their best saturation when the lighting is even and gentle, not bright and contrasty. This seems counterintuitive, but it’s because flat light does away with bright highlights and sharp, dark shadows, neither of which have much color at all. Look at the two illustrations. The hues are the same, but the lighting is different. The sunlit version catches attention because of its contrast, but the saturation in the other one is actually stronger by a quarter. ∎∎
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Ichijo-in temple garden, Koya-san, Japan, 1996
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The illusion of richer color


In sunlight, the higher contrast gives a sense of colors being rich, but this is an illusion, albeit an effective one. In this illustration, the greens are actually 25% less saturated than those on the next illustration.
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Deeper saturation in flat light


In gray light, without shadows or edges, the same colors are better saturated, by 25%.
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Rich greens


Pillow-like Japanese topiary, also on Koya-san, looks well modeled and rich in color under the same light.
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Green variety


More gray light and a detail of another Japanese garden, this time featuring a deliberate variety of green hues, which extends to the specially selected pebbles.





GRAY LIGHT   On West Lake




Key Points


Soft


Melancholy


Low Contrast





One of the secrets of photographing the gardens on the previous pages was to frame the shot so that no sky appeared. A wedge or bar of sky would take the contrast of the scene completely out of range. If you include sky, or as in this case here, its reflection in water, you have to deal with the exposure in a different way. This is West Lake in Hangzhou, China. Along with the renowned Dragon Well tea from the surrounding hills, and a history of cultured learning, this lake is what Hangzhou is famous for, and it has served as inspiration for poets, philosophers, and artists for centuries. You walk along the lake paths, or take a small boat, or simply sit and look. With thousands of other people unfortunately, if it’s a weekend (this is where photography’s ability to turn off the sound is a positive advantage). I had my usual ideas about how lakes can be captured, which in the past have generally involved low sunlight from one direction or another. But on this day in May, sunlight was West Lake, Hangzhou, 2012 unlikely, and my first reaction was some disappointment, though my friends who live here said that this is exactly what to expect—Hangzhou is also famous for rain.
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West Lake, Hangzhou, 2012


So, what to do with West Lake on a gray day? The answer was to learn a little bit more about its place in Chinese culture, and what better way than the poets themselves? Here are the opening lines from a series of poems written by Ouyang Xiu in the eleventh century (there are some very different sounding English translations because the combination of characters is open to interpretation):




A light boat with short oars—West Lake is good.
A gentle curve in the green water







Deep in spring, the rain’s passed—West Lake is good.
A hundred grasses vie in beauty







Who can explain why we love it—West Lake is good.
The beautiful scene is without time





I read other poems and picked out lines and phrases that evoked a similar mood:




Fine mist on distant water,
One white egret flying from the Immortal Isle







Misty mountains shrouded the rain







In the shade of the green willows







The water’s surface has just smoothed,
the foot of the cloud low







The blur of color across the hills is richer still in rain





The direction was plain. Gray cloud and still water, green willows, a small boat, a bird, and above all, soft. Little pleasure boats still operate, and all that remained was to find the right, simple combination, keep bright colors out of the frame, and enjoy the gray. ∎∎




West Lake, Hangzhou, 2012


Other versions of the same scene, trying to capture the traditional appeal of West Lake.
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A BIAS TO DARKER MID-TONES


Because of the lower contrast in gray light, the tones do not fill the width of histogram from black to white. As a result, you can choose where to place them, darker (as here), or brighter.
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DARK GRAY LIGHT   Wild Weather




Key Points


Drama


Interpretation


Low Contrast





Iceland is one of the truly wild and strange landscapes in the world. In fact, most of it is landscape, because with a population of just over 300,000 and a capital city that feels like a small town, the feeling of traveling around the island is distinctly primordial. Even sheep are thin on the ground. This has often attracted filmmakers, particularly when the film has a science-fiction theme, though they tend to founder on the number of bad-weather days. One film that made a virtue of this was the recent Prometheus by Ridley Scott, and here is the wild waterfall that opens the movie. Typically, the weather had changed totally in several hours; the day before had been cloudless and had also been the longest day of the year, with a 24-hour midsummer sun here in the north. Now there was a looming dark sky, which suited this landscape very well, and made it look distinctly otherworldly.


It also raises an interesting question with this kind of low-contrast light. How dark is a gray sky? No, it’s not a Zen koan; it does have an answer. The idea of normal brightness for any kind of scene revolves around the idea of a mid-tone—something we take for granted in photography. It’s the principle behind the camera’s metering system, and indeed behind all the ways of presenting images, in print and on screen. An average mid-tone is the benchmark, and if you decide to go higher or lower, it’s for a purpose, generally that of mood. Gray days are no exception, but they are easier to see and experience on a scale of brightness. Once you get used to the idea of gray light, you find that it comes in different shades. There are paler grays and heavier grays, and because the contrast is lower than in bright sunlight, there is room for interpretation. As the histograms show, you can expose higher or lower with impunity. Within a range of a couple of stops, the scene will stay within the sensor’s dynamic range, but it will look and feel different—and the feeling is what it’s all about.
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Icelandic waterfall, 1987


So who decides? Certainly not the camera. Given the flexibility you have in exposing, and later in processing, the only sensible way to judge is to rely on your impression at the time. And yes, this can be influenced by things other than just the physical light—the scene, the subject, your mood, some idea you might have. Shooting in gray light with low contrast is technically easy (it’s difficult to expose out of range) and that makes it important to think about the feeling of the scene at the time of shooting, and even more, to remember it. ∎∎
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Very dark gray


Normally our eyes simply adjust to the level of gray brightness, but with the lighting situations shown here, the sensation is distinctly darker than average.
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Port-Eynon Bay, 1980







SHIFTING THE HISTOGRAM LEFT


A low-contrast subject under diffuse gray lighting always gives a processing choice, as the histogram does not fill the scale. Shifting it left until the darkest tone becomes black makes the most of dark gray light.
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WET GRAY LIGHT   Falling Rain




Key Points


Sheen


Local Contrast


Atmosphere





One of the things about flat gray days is that they often lead seamlessly to rain. And rain has a bad reputation in photography, though it’s not entirely deserved. For a start, most people find it uncomfortable, and photographers instantly feel the need to protect expensive gear from it, so it’s generally a much easier option to avoid it and put your feet up. Drops get on the lens and have to be wiped off constantly, the humidity causes condensation on internal glass surfaces like the eyepiece and lens filter, and the camera body itself can take only so much. And even so, the light is still gray. If you’re wondering what the difference is between gray light on the previous pages and this, the answer is something like a glistening, or slicked effect. If gray light suits green plant life, vegetation positively basks in rain. The water adds a sheen to leaves that lifts the local (very local) contrast in a special way that gives a subtle sharpness. Rain also does other good things, such as adding raindrops to glass surfaces and rings to water. Generally, people don’t like getting wet in rain, but they do respond to its soft melancholy, as long as they’re dry while they watch it—as if it were already a photograph.
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Backwaters, Pattanakkad, Kerala, 1981


Falling rain is actually less visible in a still photograph than many people think, and certainly less than in a video. The vertical streaks have a habit of blending into what looks like a kind of mist, and to stand out, the rain needs to be heavy, or the lighting bright, enough to highlight them (see Rain Light—Shower in a Sculpture Park). What usually helps the atmosphere is the collection of side effects, like umbrellas and drops bouncing off the ground.


I had an assignment once, early on in my career, to photograph the coastline of Kerala in southern India for the Sunday Times Magazine. The shoot was scheduled for late October, which should have been fine, but that year the monsoon was late, and we had unremitting rain for a week. I wanted “good” light, but had to put up with this, which I found annoying; but really, that was a rather childish reaction. Of course it wasn’t comfortable—everything was sodden, including me—but that was the point, if I had only realized at the time. If you get too locked into the idea of “good” light being golden hour, you also start to associate rewarding photography with pleasant, holiday-style weather. In reality, they’re not perfectly matched. I ended up with many good shots from that week, but appreciated them only later. Another lesson learned. ∎∎
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Light in falling rain


For rain to be visible, it usually has to be heavy, and contrasting in some way with the background. Backlighting helps. Overall, it has an almost misty effect.
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Cambodian girl in rain, Phnom Penh, 1989


WET GRAY LIGHT   Soft Drizzle




Key Points


Layered Distance


Soft Light


Mood





The more you look into all this wetness and grayness, the more variations you discover, and if you’re prepared to enjoy the subtleties, there’s a surprising amount to explore in terms of viewpoint, tone, color, depth, and more. In a valley north of Chongqing is an old Buddhist monastery on a forested slope among natural hot springs. I was working for a client who had a high-end resort property close to the monastery, and early in the morning, before breakfast, I went for a walk in very light drizzle. Just a few occasional small drops, not enough to shelter from, but the grounds of the temple were laden with a soft, damp atmosphere that seemed to dampen sounds. I passed this old drum tower, on a lower level because of the slope, and thought how perfect it would be if someone just happened to walk by, giving a kind of purpose to the gray flaring roof and an air of abandonment. No one did, even though I waited a while. The best action that happened was a monk and some women sweeping the grounds and clearing a pond, which didn’t really do it for me (see here 1, 2).
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Tai chi, Wen Quan Buddhist Temple, Beibei, Chongqing, China, 2012





Drum tower & cleaners


After a quarter of an hour, some activity.
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But a little later, I found that I had a shot to do for my client—a tai chi demonstration by a visiting kung-fu master (see here). Well, I had the perfect location. He would be wearing white, for which this dark and delicate background was as perfect as if it had been a stage set. I filmed the subject also, and in the video the light drizzle is just visible, adding a little bit more mood. Above all, what works in the lighting is the very slight aerial perspective as the drizzle adds a layer of substance to the air. This gently helps the man stand forward from the temple building, and the temple building from the trees behind. It also suffuses everything with a muting effect that reduces color. As with all of these gray scenes, the low contrast makes it important to decide how dark or light the gray should be. I was mainly concerned with keeping a good, but not overdone, contrast between the man and the parts of the building under the spreading eaves. Overall, I went for a slightly darker result than average. Practically, what I did was to shoot according to the meter, which was set to matrix metering, then reduced Whites and Shadows a little during processing. ∎∎
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The temple drum tower, early morning


The scene as I came across it, with no people, an hour earlier.


WET GRAY LIGHT   Glistening Stones




Key Points


Water Reflections


Avoiding Crowds


Rain Shots





When the rain stops, it leaves behind yet another slightly different variety of gray light. Often the air is clearer, and the wetness gives a fresh feeling to the scene. Unless there’s more rain on the way soon, it’s a situation that doesn’t last as long as you might think, as evaporation starts quite quickly. In warm weather, the water will start to dry off surfaces well within the hour; and in the tropics, in the monsoon season, even faster than that. Another thing that affects shooting is that rain tends to clear other people out of the scene—very useful if you’re shooting in a site populated by tourists, as with Angkor in this picture. When it stops, they slowly reappear, along with muddy footprints.
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