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INTRODUCTION

All committed photographers continually ask themselves the question, “how can I take better pictures?” Well, there are two steps. The first step is to stand in front of something more interesting! This may sound obvious, but it’s a serious point. More broadly, it means that you need to think about what you’re photographing: who the subject is, and what they’re doing, and also to think about the composition, choice of lens, and the viewpoint.

I wish I could take credit for coming up with the phrase “stand in front of something interesting,” but I borrowed it from another photographer, who admitted to stealing it from another— and so it goes on. Now you can pass it off as your own piece of advice!

The second way to improve your shots is to photograph the light. The light can turn your photograph from simply showing what the subject looks like to something far more exciting. Amazing light can turn the most humdrum picture into something interesting, and can transform a good picture into something truly spectacular.

Of course, light is all around us: from natural sunlight, to moonlight, to artificial lights from houses and streetlights. The masters of available-light photography seem to be able to work magic with what is available, using only a few reflectors or diffusers to give it a boost or to manipulate it.

However, when lovely, quality light just isn’t there, isn’t spectacular, or you aren’t able to wait for that sunset or sunrise, there is another option—to create and control your own light using flash. If you’ve only ever used your camera’s onboard flash or a flashgun fastened to the hotshoe, then chances are you’ve had disappointing results. Hard, unflattering shadows, red eye, and a loss of natural atmosphere are regular complaints from photographers who often go to extreme lengths to avoid using strobe power. There is a way to utilize flash properly, however. Taking control of your flash, changing its position relative to the subject, and altering its light output via different modifiers is a great way to achieve amazing, professional-quality results.

Using flash in this way was previously the reserve of the well-kitted professional, armed with years of technical knowledge and experience. Nowadays, however, it’s far easier and cheaper thanks to built-in wireless triggering systems and a glut of aftermarket accessories. Also, with digital photography you can see the results instantly on your LCD screen, which is a massive aid to getting well-lit images. The Flash Photography Field Guide aims to counsel you in how to effectively use your flashgun, as well as to inspire you with some great images and details of how they were taken.
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A stunning poolside location and a pretty model are the basis of a potentially good image, but harsh overhead sun ruined the light on the model. A flash, just out of frame to the right, reduces the harsh shadows. Nikon D3X; 35mm focal length; ISO 100; 1/250 sec at f/11.


BASICS

Whether it’s coming from your flash, the sun, or the interior lights in a building, all light has certain properties that a clued-in photographer should be aware of. It doesn’t matter if you’re shooting a lovely landscape, a natural-light portrait, or blasting away with an on-camera flash in a dark nightclub: if you learn to consider the properties of the light, then you’re in a great position to understand how the photo will look. You’ll also understand how you can alter the light, or introduce your own effectively.

Whenever you take a photo, the six key properties of light you should consider are as follows: the quality, direction, contrast, intensity, evenness, and color temperature. You should also bear in mind that if you alter one of those properties by modifying the light in some way, such as by introducing a flash, that these properties will change and affect each other.

That may seem like a lot to have to think about, but the more you do it, the easier and more natural it becomes. Eventually it will feel like second nature and be a real aid in helping you quickly decide what to do with your lighting, such as where to position your flashes, how to modify their output, what color gel you may need, and much more.

Once you’ve become proficient at judging light and can make informed decisions quickly, it’s much easier to focus on your subject. In fact, a lot of getting used to using flashes is all about creating a process that you can easily and quickly modify for lots of different circumstances.

However, none of that is possible without a decent understanding of light. Over the next chapter, we will take the mystery out of light and its properties.
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Without a clear understanding of light, you’ll find it tough to capture natural-looking photos of interiors, for example. Mixed light sources—from daylight, to halogen shop lights, to flash—are skillfully combined in this shot. Nikon D3; 14mm focal length; ISO 200; 1/40 sec at f/8.
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The light in this gloomy study was very hard to make flattering, so overpowering it with flashguns—two on the subject and one on the background—was a wise choice. The lighting here is totally different to that in the dress-shop shot. Nikon D3; 62mm focal length; ISO 200; 1/250 sec at f/11.


Quality of Light

Quality of light is one of the biggest considerations a photographer should bear in mind when taking a picture. It’s a crucial element in the lighting mix that really determines how your subject will look—especially if you’re taking a portrait.

Quality is the term used to explain how “hard” or “soft” a light is. It’s nothing to do with the quality of the lighting kit you used to take the photo, because—and here’s a little secret—once light has left its source, it’s just light! It doesn’t matter how expensive the light source that it came from was.

Hardness or softness of light is crucial in determining the overall look of your photograph. It’s pretty easy to tell the difference between the two kinds of light, and it’s important to quickly get to grips with the difference. In general, hard light produces very hard-edged, distinct shadows, while soft light produces much softer shadows. It’s all about the transition between the highlighted area to the shadowed part of the photo; if there’s a gradual transition, it’s usually indicative of soft light, whereas a very hard line is bound to come from hard light.

A soft light is often called a diffuse light, where the beams of light tend to bounce around all over the place and fill in any hard shadows, rather than producing the very parallel beams of light that might come from a small or distant light source.

The easiest way for a photographer to consider the difference is to think about the relative size of the light source compared to the subject, not the actual size of the source. For example, on a bright sunny day with no clouds, the light is very hard and produces dark shadows. The light source, the sun, is huge—in fact planet-sized—but it’s a long way away, so is relatively small compared to the subject. On a cloudy day, the clouds will diffuse the light to a varying degree. Relative to the subject, they are much larger, and hence the light is softer and more diffuse.

A small flashgun, for example, is generally considered to produce a hard light source as it is small. However, if it was placed a few inches above a tiny insect, it would be huge, and therefore would be a soft light source—remember, it’s relative size that matters.

The relative size of the light source is something that often confuses photographers. If you have a flashgun that’s very close to a model and you then move it farther away, the light gets harder as its relative size gets smaller. This can be confusing because this light may bounce around off floors and walls and fill in the shadows, giving the false impression it’s actually softer. However, in a dark room where the light doesn’t bounce around, or outdoors, it would be much harder.

So, what use is this for photographers? Soft light is generally much more flattering —wrinkles on a person’s face tend to get filled in with light, rather than appearing as deep creases with dark shadows, so soft light is often used for flattering portraits. But hard light has its uses too; it’s more dramatic, and gives harder-edged shadows that work well if you’re photographing men, for example. It’s also often used in fashion, where porcelain-skinned young models with perfect makeup are made to look more dramatic with harder lighting.

The easiest way to make a hard light, such as that from a flashgun, appear soft, is to make it bigger in relation to the subject. This could be as simple as moving it closer, or more often, modifying it—like shining your flash through a photographic umbrella or softbox, or even bouncing it off a nearby wall. This way, the umbrella, softbox, or wall becomes the light source, which is a lot bigger compared to the original size of the flash. It’s also possible to soften the light by diffusing it, such as stretching a white diffusion silk over a photographic beauty dish, or swapping a silver-lined dish for a white-lined version, for example. However, this isn’t as effective as using a much larger dish!

Experienced photographers often spend lots of money on beauty dishes of various sizes and finishes, a whole array of softboxes with all sorts of different diffusing material, and lots of umbrellas of various shapes, finishes, and even colors too—all just to modify the output of their flash to get the perfect balance of hardness for each subject. In general, just remember that softer light is bigger and more flattering, filling in all the rough surfaces; harder light is smaller and more dramatic, exaggerating any imperfections or textures.
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These two photos were taken with exactly the same lighting setup and exposure. However, the first is taken with a large light source—a large white beauty dish almost overhead and a reflector underneath—and the second is taken with a small, 18cm-wide silver-lined dish. The telltale signs of the hard light in the second photo are the hard shadows under the nose and chin. Soft light is more flattering, but hard light can be more dramatic—if your model has good enough skin to take it! Canon EOS 5D Mark II; 85mm focal length; ISO 100; 1/160 sec at f/16.
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A single, hard light source—in this case a flash fitted with a honeycomb grid to restrict the light to a small pool—can be effective and dramatic, especially for gritty portraits of male subjects. Nikon D3X; 50mm focal length; ISO 100; 1/250 sec at f/5.
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Soft light isn’t just for women! A large soft light close to your subject gives a lovely light that’s suitable for all ages and genders. It’s a surefire way of getting a pleasing portrait. Nikon D3; 150mm focal length; ISO 200; 1/250 sec at f/7.1.
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