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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.
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