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INTRODUCTION 
I’m glad you’re here. Every photographer has a 

starting point, and if you’ve picked up this book, it 
means you’re ready to explore, learn, and grow. 

Photography has been my constant companion for 
more than three decades — a craft that has 
challenged me, inspired me, and connected me to 
people and places I might never have experienced 
otherwise. My hope is that, as you begin your own 
journey, you’ll discover the same sense of 
excitement and creative satisfaction that has kept 
me growing and exploring all these years. 

My path began earlier than I expected, in the 
mid-90s. I was still in high school when I landed my 
first professional assignment — covering a Friday 
night football game for the community newspaper. 
I earned five dollars for every photo they published, 
and at the time, that felt like winning the lottery. 
Those pictures weren’t perfect — far from it — but 
they launched me into a professional journey that 
has shaped the rest of my life. 

Since that first assignment, photography has taken 
me places I never could have imagined. I began by 
telling stories as a photojournalist for the world’s 
largest news agencies, then transitioned into 
commercial photography before eventually 
devoting much of my time to photography 
education. Along the way, I’ve chased action from 
the sidelines as a sports photographer, 
documented the emotion and energy of weddings 
and produced advertising campaigns for 
everything from cleaning products to beer. I’ve 
created portraits for actors, models, and business 
leaders, and had the surreal experience of 
photographing professional athletes for trading 
cards — the very same kind I once collected as a 
kid. I’ve also occasionally photographed maternity 
sessions, families, seniors, architecture, food, 
products, and landscapes. Each of these 
experiences has taught me something new about 
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people, light, and the art of turning fleeting 
moments into lasting images. 

This variety has shaped my perspective far 
beyond any single genre. I’ve learned that 
photography isn’t about memorizing a 
formula or following rigid rules — it’s about 
understanding the principles that let you 
adapt to any situation. That’s the approach 
I’m bringing to this resource: broad enough 
to apply across many situations, yet detailed 
enough to give you real, actionable tools you 
can use right away. 

We’re living in a time of extraordinary 
change. New technologies — from cameras 
to artificial intelligence — are transforming 
the way images are made, edited, and 
shared. Some of these tools are thrilling, 
some are unsettling, and many are both. But 
no matter how the industry shifts, the 
fundamentals remain steady. Mastering your 
camera, shaping your light, and composing 
your frame will always give you creative 
freedom. These skills ensure that technology 
serves your vision — not the other way 
around. 

When I started out, I had mentors who 
guided me through the foundations of 
photography and photojournalism. But when 
it came to exploring new genres and 
mastering lighting, I was on my own. I 
learned through trial and error — 
experimenting, failing, and trying again until 
it finally clicked. That experience taught me 
two truths: lighting is one of the most 
powerful tools a photographer can use, and 
it’s far easier to learn when you have 
guidance. This book is my way of being the 
mentor I wish I’d had. 
Photography education can sometimes feel 
narrow, locked into a single viewpoint or 
focused on one genre. My aim here is 
different. While my work is primarily with 
people, the concepts and techniques you’ll 
find in these pages apply to almost any 
subject. Whether you’re photographing 

weddings, 
headshots, events, 
portraits, or another 
genre, you’ll see 
how the same core 
principles can be 
adapted to your own 
style and subject 
matter. 

I’ve chosen to 
publish this as a digital resource because 
photography is always evolving — and this 
book can evolve with it. As new techniques 
and technologies emerge, I can update and 
expand the material so it stays relevant to the 
way we work today and the way we’ll work 
tomorrow. I strive to get every detail right, 
drawing on my decades of professional 
experience, but I’m also human. If you ever 
spot something I’ve overlooked or could 
explain more clearly, I welcome your 
feedback. Even after thirty years in 
photography, I’ve never stopped learning, 
and I believe that’s part of what keeps this 
craft exciting. Technology will continue to 
change, and so will I — and this resource will 
grow along with us. 

So welcome. I’m excited to walk alongside 
you as you develop your skills, refine your 
style, and build confidence behind the 
camera. Whether you’re here to master 
lighting, strengthen your technical control, 
or simply explore what’s possible, you’re in 
the right place. 

One piece of advice before we begin: don’t 
just read this book straight through like a 
novel. Photography is a craft learned by 
doing. As you explore each chapter, pause 
and practice the techniques for yourself — 
hold the camera in your hand and 
manipulate the dials, run a quick test shoot, 
try a new lighting setup, or experiment with a 
posing cue. Those repetitions are what will 
make the principles stick and turn ideas into 
instinct. 

John Gress
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Chapter 1 

CAMERA FOUNDATIONS 
From Purchase to First Photographs
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CHOOSING YOUR 
CAMERA 
SENSOR FORMATS: FULL-FRAME, 
APS-C, AND MEDIUM FORMAT

Most digital cameras today fall into one 
of three categories: full-frame, APS-C, 
or medium format. 

• Full-frame sensors match the size of 
traditional 35mm film and are widely used 
by professionals for their balance of image 
quality, depth of field control, and lens 
compatibility. 

• APS-C sensors are smaller than full-frame 
and crop the field of view by about 1.5x, 
depending on the brand. They’re common 
in entry-level and midrange cameras and 
can still deliver excellent results. 

• Medium format sensors are larger than 
full-frame and offer even more resolution 
and dynamic range. They’re mostly found in 
high-end studio or commercial cameras, 
though some mirrorless models have 
brought the format to a wider audience. 

MIRRORLESS VS DSLR — WHY 
MIRRORLESS IS PREFERRED 
TODAY 

In today’s market, mirrorless cameras have 
become the go-to choice for many working 
photographers. They’re not just the newest 
thing — they offer real advantages: 
• Electronic Viewfinder (EVF) Previews — 

You see your exposure, white balance, 
and color profile before you click the 
shutter. This immediate feedback saves 
time and reduces mistakes when using 
natural light. 

• Advanced Autofocus Tracking — On-
sensor phase detection with face/eye AF 
means your subject stays sharp even if 

they move. 
• Smaller, Lighter Bodies — Removing the 

mirror mechanism can mean more 
compact gear, but lenses are just as big if 
not bigger. 

BUYING LAST-GEN MODELS 
 
The most recent camera isn’t always 
necessary. For example, a Canon R5 costs 
roughly half of an R5 Mark II, yet in most 
studio conditions the image quality and user 
experience is indistinguishable.  

DSLR as a Stepping Stone 

DSLR cameras use a mirror to reflect light 
through a prism and into an optical 
viewfinder. Though older, they remain 
capable and affordable — a solid starting 
point for beginners or those building a kit on 
a budget. 

FILM NOSTALGIA & PRACTICALITY 

In the late ’90s, I was convinced that if I just 
had 

the “right” camera, my photography would 
reach the next level. I bought Leica M4-P 
rangefinders because the legendary 
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photojournalists I admired had used them. I 
thought they would be the secret sauce. In 
reality, what moved me forward wasn’t the 
brand or the price tag — it was practice, 
persistence, and the experience behind the 
lens. 

By 2003, I was still chasing the idea of the 
perfect tool. I bought a Mamiya RB67 
medium format camera with the plan to use 
my 3-megapixel digital camera for test shots, 
then shoot the finals on film for the ultimate 
image quality. Technically, those film frames 
were superior — but they were also a 
headache. I had to drive across town to drop 
off the rolls, wait for them to be developed 
and scanned, then finally see if I’d nailed the 
shot. Meanwhile, the images from the little 
digital camera were ready to edit the 
moment I got home. The difference in quality 
just wasn’t worth the time and hassle, and 
eventually, I sold the Mamiya at a huge loss. 

Film still has its charm — the grain, the tones, 
the slower, more deliberate pace. And if you 
love that look, you can still get it with digital. 
Many photographers, myself included, use 
presets or styles in Capture One to emulate 
film stocks in post-production (more on that 
later). This way, you get the creative feel of 
film with the practicality, speed, and 
adaptability of digital. 

PLANNING FOR THE SYSTEM 

When you buy a camera, you’re committing 
to a system. Bodies will come and go, but 
your lenses, flashes, and other accessories 
can last decades. It’s better to have a modest 
camera with excellent lenses than the top 
body with kit glass. 
Think long-term — lenses are your real 
investment. 

CHOOSING YOUR LENS 
THE FOUR MAIN LENS TYPES 

Before we dive into focal lengths and how 
they affect portraits, it’s important to 
understand the basic categories of lenses 
you’ll encounter: 

Prime Lenses – These have a fixed focal 
length (e.g., 50mm) and can’t zoom in or out. 
They’re often sharper than zooms, and many 
have wide maximum apertures (like f/1.2 or f/
1.8) that let in more light, making them great 
for low-light situations and creating blurry 
backgrounds 

Zoom Lenses – These offer a variable focal 
length (e.g., 24–70mm), giving you the 
flexibility of multiple prime lenses in a single 
package. They’re more versatile in framing 
but generally let in less light than fast primes 
and can be slightly less sharp—though with 

On the right, the 28–70mm offers wide-to-normal 
coverage — great for context but prone to 
distortion. On the left, the 70–200mm compresses 
perspective. Both lenses use large hoods to block 
stray light and reduce lens flare.
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modern lens design, the difference is often 
minimal unless you’re shooting wide open. 
Some zooms have a variable aperture, 
meaning the maximum f-stop changes as 
you zoom to longer focal lengths. Others 
offer a constant aperture (like f/2.8 or f/4), 
which keeps exposure consistent throughout 
the zoom range—especially useful when 
shooting video or in manual mode. 

Macro Lenses – Built for extreme close-ups, 
macros excel at photographing small 
subjects—items smaller than 3 inches (8 cm) 
across—while maintaining sharpness and 
detail. They’re popular for product 
photography, nature close-ups, and fine 
texture work, though some photographers 
also use them for tight portraits. 

Tilt-Shift Lenses – These specialty lenses 
allow you to shift perspective or tilt the plane 
of focus. They’re used heavily in architectural 
and landscape photography to correct 
distortion, and sometimes in product work or 
for creative effects. They’re uncommon, 
expensive, and highly specialized—I’ve 
personally never used one in my career. 

All lenses — whether prime, zoom, or 
specialty — have trade-offs in optical 
performance, especially when used wide 
open. One common issue is chromatic 
aberration, visible as purple or green fringes 
along high‑contrast edges. This is more 
pronounced at large apertures. Professional-
grade lenses, especially modern mirrorless 
designs with low-dispersion glass and 
advanced coatings, can dramatically reduce 
— or even eliminate — this effect. 

Most lenses also come with lens hoods (or 
offer them as accessories), which help block 
stray light to reduce flare and protect the 
front element from bumps and fingerprints. 

FOCAL LENGTH, PERSPECTIVE, 
AND DISTORTION 

Focal length is defined as the distance 
between the lens’s principal plane and the 
image sensor when the lens is focused at 
infinity. But for practical purposes, it’s easier 
to think of it as how much the lens magnifies 
a scene — and how much of that scene fits 
into your frame. 

As focal length decreases, the angle of view 
increases — meaning more of the scene fits 
in the frame. Every focal length corresponds 
to a specific angle of view — the width of the 
scene your lens captures on a given sensor. 

On a full-frame camera: 
• Wide-angle: 35mm and below. Captures 

more of the scene but can exaggerate 
perspective. 

• Normal: 40–60mm. Closely matches 
how we see the world. 

• Telephoto: 70mm and above. Magnifies 
subjects and compresses background 
space. 

A 50mm lens on full-frame gives about a 47° 
diagonal angle of view — similar to human 
vision — which is why it’s considered 
“normal.” But put that same lens on an APS-C 
crop sensor and you get a tighter angle of 
view — roughly equivalent to 75–80mm on 
full-frame. This 1.5× to 1.6× multiplication 
factor doesn’t change the actual focal 
length, but it creates a telephoto effect by 
cropping the image, making it appear more 
zoomed in. 

Beyond framing, focal length affects 
perspective. The closer your subject is to the 
camera (especially with wide lenses), the 
more distorted it will appear. At short focal 
lengths, noses grow, props stretch, and 
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anything near the frame edge warps. Step 
back and zoom in, and those distortions 
settle down — which is why longer lenses 
tend to look more natural. This isn’t because 
longer lenses inherently reduce distortion, 
but because they encourage you to stand 
farther away — increasing camera-to-subject 
distance and minimizing perspective 
exaggeration. 

The headshot series on this page shows how 
focal length changes perspective. At 35mm, 
facial features stretch and the nose 
dominates. By 85mm, proportions appear 
natural and flattering — one reason this focal 
length is a classic choice for portraits. 

WIDE ANGLES DONE RIGHT 

An alternative way to think about focal length 
and distortion is that it’s really about your 
camera distance to the subject and your 
perspective. Anything close to you—
especially near the edges of your field of 
view—will appear distorted, while objects 
farther away will look more natural. 

Wide lenses aren’t off-limits. They’re fantastic 
for environmental portraits, interiors, and 
situations where you want to show context. A 
35mm or wider lens can help tell a story by 
including the surroundings—whether that’s a 
model in a city street or a dessert on a 
restaurant table. 

The trick is distance and framing: step back, 
avoid placing important elements near the 

corners, and be mindful that the closer you 
get, the more distortion you’ll introduce. 
Tilting your camera — especially upward or 
downward — can cause vertical lines to 
converge, which may be unavoidable in 
some situations, like photographing tall 
buildings. But when possible, being precise 
with your camera angle helps minimize 
unintentional distortion and keeps lines 
looking clean and parallel. 

THE BENEFITS OF LONGER LENSES 

Longer focal lengths—typically 70mm to 
135mm—create a visual effect called 
compression, making the background 
appear closer to the subject while increasing 
background blur through magnification. This 
naturally isolates the subject and draws the 
viewer’s attention directly to it. 

In portraits, this means flattering facial 
proportions and smoother, creamier 
backgrounds. In product or still-life work, it 
delivers clean separation and can give even 
ordinary objects—like a wristwatch or a pair 
of headphones—a striking, almost sculptural 
presence. 

Some photographers go even further, 
shooting at 200mm for maximum 
background separation outdoors. This 
requires more working space, but it lets you 
choose a very specific slice of the 
background to include, making it a powerful 
tool for creating intentional, distraction-free 
compositions. 

This portrait of Sophia was captured with a 70–200mm f/4 lens at 
200mm and f/4, demonstrating the flattering compression and 

creamy background separation longer focal lengths provide.

35mm 50mm 70mm 85mm 100mm 135mm 
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LENS CHOICE BY SUBJECT TYPE 

• Headshots or Tight Portraits – 85mm to 
135mm for natural proportions and 
background blur. 

• Environmental Portraits or Contextual 
Product Shots – 35mm to 50mm to 
capture surroundings without excessive 
distortion. 

• Full-Body Portraits or Small Scene 
Compositions – 70mm to 85mm for 
natural proportions and balanced 
background perspective. 

• Detail Shots or Texture Work – Macro lens 
for sharpness and magnification. 

BE INTENTIONAL 

Your lens choice should be deliberate. 
Whether you’re photographing a face, a 
faucet, or food, focal length affects 
proportions, depth, and background 
appearance. Standing in one spot and 

zooming until the framing looks right is not 
enough—where you stand, how far you are 
from the subject, and which focal length you 
choose will all shape the mood, distortion, 
and realism of the image. 

BEGINNER KIT SUGGESTION 

If you’re just starting out and want one lens 
that can handle almost anything, a 24–
105mm f/4 is a fantastic choice. It’s a 
common kit lens because it covers wide to 
telephoto in a single package, making it 
great for landscapes, portraits, events, travel, 
and even casual product work. The constant 
f/4 aperture keeps exposure consistent as 
you zoom, and while it’s not as fast as an f/
2.8 lens, the extra reach to 105mm can be 
more useful for many beginners, especially 
when you want a bit more background 
separation without changing lenses. 

If you want to build a two-lens starter kit, pair 

This image of Sophia was captured with a 200mm lens at f/4. The long 
focal length compresses space and narrows the background slice, 

creating strong separation and a clean, distraction-free composition.
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that 24–105mm f/4 with an 85mm f/1.2–f/2.0 
prime. The zoom remains your go-to for 
versatility, while the prime adds a brighter 
aperture for low light and a beautiful, creamy 
background blur that’s perfect for portraits 
and detail shots. Together, they cover almost 
every situation without weighing you down 
or overcomplicating your kit. 

INITIAL CAMERA SETUP 
Before you take your first “real” photograph, 
it’s worth investing 15–30 minutes to set up 
your camera properly. Think of this like 
preparing a kitchen before you start cooking 
— you’re setting the stage so that everything 
works smoothly once you start shooting. 

A camera fresh out of the box is usually set 
to “factory defaults,” which means it’s trying 
to appeal to the widest possible range of 
people. But you’re not “everyone” — you have 
specific goals, subjects, and a preferred 
workflow. Getting these initial settings right 
will: 
• Capture the maximum image quality your 

camera is capable of. 
• Make sure your files are flexible for 

editing. 
• Keep your controls and results 

predictable, so you spend less time 
fiddling and more time shooting. 

• Prevent avoidable headaches later, like 
inconsistent colors or missing focus. 

Skipping this step means leaving 
performance on the table and potentially 
wasting opportunities when something can’t 
be “fixed in post.” 

FILE FORMAT & COLOR SPACE 

One of the first — and most important — 
choices you’ll make is what kind of files your 

camera saves. Your options will almost 
always be RAW, JPEG, or both at the same 
time. Let’s break those down. 

RAW VS JPEG 

Think of RAW files as the digital equivalent of 
a film negative — all the information your 
camera’s sensor captured, untouched. They 
haven’t been “cooked” yet. 

RAW advantages: 
• Maximum image quality — the file 

contains the most possible detail. 
• Greater editing flexibility — you can 

adjust white balance, exposure, and 
colors in post without significantly 
degrading the image. 

• Wider dynamic range — the range 
between the darkest and brightest values 
the sensor can capture.. 

• Non-destructive edits — RAW files 
themselves are never changed; edits are 
saved as instructions. 

RAW considerations: 
• Large file sizes — expect each file to be 

2–6× larger than JPEGs. 
• Requires processing — you’ll need editing 

software (Lightroom, Capture One, etc.) 
before they’re ready to share. 

JPEG advantages: 
• Ready to share immediately — no editing 

required. 
• Smaller file sizes — much faster to upload 

or download because the file is 
compressed. 

JPEG considerations (conventional wisdom): 
• Less flexible in editing — large 

adjustments to exposure or white 
balance might lead to banding, color 
shifts, or loss of detail. 

• Reduced dynamic range — some 
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highlight and shadow information is 
discarded during compression. 

• “Baked-in” look — your in-camera color, 
contrast, and sharpening choices are 
permanent. 

My real-world observation 

The traditional advice is to shoot RAW for 
maximum flexibility, and that’s still sound. 
However, when I recently compared identical 
RAW and JPEG files from the same shoot, I 
found that if the exposure and white balance 
(we’ll go over these topics soon) were 
already close, the difference in quality wasn’t 
dramatic. At extreme zoom levels (400% 
magnification), RAW might show a touch 
more sharpness and smoother tonal 
transitions — but those differences are rarely 
visible during normal viewing. 

The gap between RAW and JPEG quality 
seemed much larger in the early days of 
digital. Modern cameras produce 
impressively clean, low-noise files (speckling 
or color blotches that sometimes appear, 
especially in the shadows), and if you nail 
your exposure and color in-camera, JPEGs 
can hold up surprisingly well. That said, RAW 
still gives you a safety net when your 
exposure is off or you need to make 
significant white balance changes. In my 
own tests, bumping a RAW file by 1–1.5 stops 
showed no major quality loss — no banding, 
no ugly shadow blocking — unless I went 
looking for problems at extreme 
magnifications. 

Recommendation 

If you’re serious about learning and want the 
most flexibility, shoot RAW. If you also want 
instant, ready-to-share images, set your 
camera to RAW+JPEG — that way you get the 
best of both worlds. Some cameras also offer 

a compressed RAW format, which retains 
most of the flexibility of standard RAW files 
but at a smaller file size. I’ve used 
compressed RAW on my Canon bodies for 
several years, and in my experience, it 
delivers all the quality I need while saving 
significant storage space. 

COLOR SPACE BASICS 

When you set up your camera, you’ll be 
asked to choose a color space. This is 
essentially the range of colors your files can 
represent — something photographers call 
the gamut. Most cameras give you two main 
options: sRGB and Adobe RGB. 

sRGB is the standard for the web, and it’s 
what browsers, social media platforms, and 
smartphones are built to expect. If you share 
an image in sRGB, you can be confident that 
the colors will look the same on almost any 
screen. Adobe RGB, on the other hand, 
contains a slightly wider range of colors — 
particularly in greens and cyans — which can 
be valuable if you’re preparing images for 
professional or commercial printing. The 
downside is that if you post an Adobe RGB 
file online without converting it first, the 
colors can appear muted or just plain wrong. 

HERE’S SOMETHING IMPORTANT TO 
KNOW 

if you’re shooting RAW, the in-camera color 
space setting doesn’t actually lock you into that 
choice. RAW files store all the sensor’s color data, 
so you can decide later in your editing software 
whether to export in sRGB, Adobe RGB, or even a 
much larger space like ProPhoto RGB. ProPhoto is 
an extremely wide color space designed to 
preserve as many colors as possible during 
editing — even beyond what most monitors or 
printers can display. Its main advantage is 
avoiding clipping highly saturated colors 
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during heavy post-processing. In practice, 
though, most photographers output to sRGB 
for online work or Adobe RGB for commercial 
printing. And since ProPhoto isn’t a 
selectable setting in most cameras, it’s 
something you’d only encounter and choose 
inside your editing software. The color space 
you set in-camera will only affect the JPEGs it 
produces, not your RAW files. 

Personally, I set my cameras to sRGB so that 
any JPEGs I create in-camera are ready to 
share online right away without conversion 
issues. At the same time, I always shoot RAW 
so I have all the flexibility I need in post-
production. That way, I can deliver vibrant, 
accurate images online while still having the 
full range of color and tonal information if I 
need to create a print or make detailed 
adjustments later. We’ll get deeper into that 
workflow in the post-production section, but 
for now, think of it as having the best of both 
worlds: instant, reliable color in your JPEGs 
and maximum editing flexibility in your 
RAWs. 

MASTERING CAMERA 
CONTROLS 
Once your camera is configured for optimal 
quality and workflow, the next step is 
learning how to operate it with intention. 
These are the controls you’ll adjust 
constantly while shooting — the ones that 
shape focus, color, brightness, depth, and 
ultimately, the emotional impact of your 
images. 

We’ll begin with autofocus and white balance 
— two settings that directly influence 
sharpness and color accuracy. From there, 
we’ll dive into the Exposure Triangle, 
metering, histograms, and depth of field, 
building a complete picture of how these 
tools interact. Along the way, you’ll see how 
each decision affects not only exposure, but 
also motion, sharpness, mood, and 
storytelling. We’ll wrap up with essential gear 
habits and a breakdown of common 
beginner mistakes, so you can sidestep the 
pitfalls and focus on making better images. 

AUTOFOCUS CONFIGURATION 

One of the biggest advantages of modern 
mirrorless and DSLR cameras is their 
autofocus system — but you’ll only get the 
most out of it if you take the time to set it up 
properly. Autofocus today isn’t just “press the 
button and it focuses.” It’s a sophisticated 
tracking system that, when configured well, 
can lock onto your subject, follow it across 
the frame, and hold sharp focus even in 
challenging situations. 

If you’re photographing anything that moves 
— people walking toward you, a dog running 
in the park, a cyclist in a race, or a car tearing 
down a track — you’ll want to use continuous 
autofocus. Different brands call it different 
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things: AF-C on Nikon and Sony, AI Servo on 
Canon. In this mode, the camera 
continuously adjusts focus as the subject 
moves, helping you avoid near-misses where 
the moment is perfect but the focus is 
slightly off. 

Many newer cameras now offer subject-
recognition tracking modes, which go 
beyond simply locking onto an area. They 
can identify and track human faces and eyes, 
animal eyes (including dogs, cats, and birds), 
or even vehicles. This means the camera can 
intelligently follow the subject you care 
about, even if something passes in front of it 
or it momentarily leaves the frame. If your 
camera offers these options, explore the 
menus and test them. For wildlife 
photographers, bird eye detection can be a 
game changer; for motorsports shooters, 
vehicle tracking can make sharp panning 
shots far more consistent. 

For portrait work, turn on eye and face 
detection whenever possible. This ensures 
focus lands exactly where it matters — on the 
subject’s nearest eye — instead of drifting to 
hair, a nose, or the background. It’s 
especially helpful with shallow depth-of-field 
settings where even a small miss can ruin an 
otherwise great shot.  

In my own work, combining AI Servo with 
face and eye detection has led to me getting 
99.9% of my portraits sharp — a huge leap in 
consistency compared to what I achieved 
with DSLRs. That reliability means I can focus 
on directing the subject and timing the shot, 
rather than constantly worrying about 
whether the eyes are sharp. 

Some cameras, like higher-end Canon 
models, even include autofocus “cases” or 
presets tailored for different subject 
movements. For example, there may be one 

tuned for subjects moving erratically (like 
basketball players), another for subjects 
moving at a consistent speed (like runners or 
swimmers), and another designed for 
tracking subjects that might be briefly 
obstructed (like football players in a crowd). 
Learning how these presets work — and 
switching to the one that matches your 
subject — can dramatically increase your 
keeper rate. 

UNDERSTANDING WHITE 
BALANCE 

White balance is one of those settings that 
can quietly make or break an image. Light 
always has a color to it — even if it feels 
“white” to your eyes. Your camera measures 
this on the numerical Kelvin scale. 
Candlelight, for example, is around 2,000K, 
which is very warm and orange. Tungsten 
lighting — such as household incandescent 
bulbs or professional theater and studio 
lamps — sits at around 3,200K, giving off a 
distinctly warm tone. Neutral daylight and 
flash is roughly 5,200K - 5500K, while open 
shade can climb to 7,000K or higher, 
creating a much cooler, blue-toned look. 

Here’s the catch: our 
eyes automatically 
adapt to these shifts, 
but the camera 
doesn’t. If your white 
balance is off, 
portraits can look 
overly orange or icy 
blue, and product 
photos can 
misrepresent colors 
entirely. 

There are a few ways to set white balance. 
Auto White Balance (AWB) is quick and 
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convenient, but it isn’t always consistent — 
especially if your lighting changes during a 
shoot. Camera presets like Daylight, Cloudy, 
Shade, or Flash offer more predictable 
results. For the most control, you can 
manually dial in the Kelvin temperature, 
ensuring every image from a session shares 
the same color cast. Another reliable method 
is to photograph an 18% gray card at the start 
of your shoot. You can use that frame to set a 
Custom White Balance in-camera, and it also 
serves as a precise reference for perfect 
color in post-production. 

Personally, I usually leave my camera on the 
Daylight preset when I’m shooting in the 
studio, then make minor adjustments in post 
as needed.  

Of course, accuracy isn’t always the goal. 
Sometimes you may want to push the white 
balance warmer to make a scene feel cozy, 
or cool it down to create a moodier 
atmosphere. The key is consistency. 
Whatever creative choice you make, keep it 
steady across a series of images so they feel 
like they belong together. 

THE EXPOSURE 
TRIANGLE 

Photography is, at its 
core, all about 
controlling light. The 
“exposure triangle” is 
a simple way to 
understand how three camera settings — 
shutter speed, aperture, and ISO — work 
together to determine how bright or dark 
your photo will be. But each of these settings 
affects more than just brightness. They also 
influence motion blur, depth of field, and 
image quality, so learning how to balance 
them is essential. 

SHUTTER SPEED 

Shutter speed controls how long your 
camera’s shutter stays open, exposing the 
sensor to light. Think of it as the “time” part 
of your exposure. A fast shutter speed, like 
1/500 second or faster, freezes motion — 
perfect for sports, wildlife, or anyone moving 
quickly. A slower shutter speed, like 1/30 or 
1/60 second, allows motion to blur, which 
can create a sense of movement in your 
images. 

If you’re handholding your camera, there’s a 
useful guideline to avoid accidental blur: 
your shutter speed should be at least the 
reciprocal of your focal length. For example, 
at 50mm, you’d want a shutter speed of at 
least 1/50 second. On a crop-sensor camera, 
you need to factor in the crop multiplier 
(e.g., 50mm on a 1.5× crop sensor means 
using 1/75 second or faster). On higher 
megapixel cameras you may want to use a 
faster shutter speed as the resolution will 
exacerbate hand movements. Image 
stabilization systems (IBIS or lens-based) or 
tripods can let you shoot slower than this 
rule suggests, but they won’t stop motion 
blur if your subject is moving. 

When you can’t maintain a fast enough 
shutter speed to handhold steadily — 
whether because of low light, a small 
aperture, or a deliberate creative choice — a 
support system keeps your camera rock-
solid. 
• Tripods are the most common support 

tool. They’re essential for long exposures, 
landscapes, studio product work, or any 
situation where precision framing 
matters. Look for sturdy legs, a stable 
head, and quick adjustments. 

• Monopods offer some stability while 
remaining more mobile — great for 
sports, events, or wildlife where you need 
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to move and react quickly. 
• Studio Camera Stands are the 

workhorses of high-end studios. Mounted 
on wheels and counterbalanced for 
smooth height and angle changes, 
they’re perfect for tethered shooting and 
product or portrait setups. 

While 
modern 
image 
stabilization, 
which you 
want to turn 
off while 
using a 
tripod, lets 
you push 
slower 
shutter 
speeds 
handheld, 
nothing 
replaces the 
stability of a solid support. And remember: 
these tools eliminate camera shake, but not 
subject motion — so if your subject is 
moving, you still need a fast enough shutter 
speed to freeze them. 

For DSLR users: In long exposures, the 
mirror flipping up can cause vibrations that 
blur the image. Mirror lock-up lifts the mirror 
before the shutter opens to reduce that risk. 
(Not needed on mirrorless cameras.) 

Shutter speeds are usually arranged in a 
sequence of full stops, where each step 
either halves or doubles the amount of light 
reaching the sensor. 

Full-stop shutter speeds: 
1 second, 1/2 second, 1/4 second, 1/8 second, 
1/15 second, 1/30 second, 1/60 second, 1/125 
second, 1/250 second, 1/500 second, 1/1000 

second, 1/2000 second, 1/4000 second, 
1/8000 second 

Half-stop shutter speeds (between each full 
stop): 
1 second, 1/2 second, 1/3 second, 1/4 second, 
1/6 second, 1/8 second, 1/10 second, 1/15 
second, 1/20 second, 1/30 second, 1/45 
second, 1/60 second, 1/90 second, 1/125 
second, 1/180 second, 1/250 second, 1/350 
second, 1/500 second, 1/750 second, 1/1000 
second, 1/1500 second, 1/2000 second 

Third-stop shutter speeds (two intermediate 
values between each full stop): 
1 second, 0.8 second, 0.6 second, 1/2 
second, 0.4 second, 0.3 second, 1/4 second, 
1/5 second, 1/6.3 second, 1/8 second, 1/10 
second, 1/13 second, 1/15 second, 1/20 
second, 1/25 second, 1/30 second, 1/40 
second, 1/50 second, 1/60 second, 1/80 
second, 1/100 second, 1/125 second, 1/160 
second, 1/200 second, 1/250 second, 1/320 
second, 1/400 second, 1/500 second, 1/640 
second, 1/800 second, 1/1000 second 

Shutter Speed and Flash 

When using normal (traditional) flash sync, 
there’s a maximum shutter speed your 
camera can use — called the flash sync 
speed. On most DSLRs and mirrorless 
cameras, this is around 1/200 second –1/250 
second. 

Why the limit? Focal-plane shutters have two 
curtains. At slower speeds, the first curtain 
opens fully before the second closes, 
allowing the flash to illuminate the entire 
sensor at once. Above the sync speed, the 
second curtain begins to close before the 
first is fully open, so a single flash burst 
would only light part of the frame. This 
results in a black or dark band along one 
edge of the photo — a telltale sign you’ve 

My Studio Titan STA-01-360 
Camera Stand
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1/4 second 1/8 second

1/15 second 1/30 second

1/60 second 1/125 second

1/250 second 1/500 second
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exceeded your camera’s sync speed. 

Your camera is designed to trigger the flash 
at the exact moment the sensor is fully 
uncovered — and that’s the sync speed. 
Some electronic shutters can sync slightly 
faster, and certain specialty cameras with 
global shutters can use traditional flash at 
any speed (with some restrictions). 

If you need to use a faster shutter speed with 
flash, your camera, a compatible flash 
system can switch to High-Speed Sync 
(HSS) — a different technology that pulses 
the flash rapidly to match the moving slit of 
the shutter. HSS allows any shutter speed, 
but with reduced flash power output. We’ll 
cover it later in detail. 

When you’re in normal sync (at or below your 
camera’s sync speed), shutter speed has no 
effect on how bright the subject appears 
from the flash — that brightness is controlled 
by flash power, aperture, and ISO. However, 
shutter speed does control how much 
ambient light appears in the image. Once 
you enter HSS, shutter speed does affect 
flash exposure as well, but more on that later 

APERTURE (F-STOPS) 

Aperture is the adjustable opening in your 
lens that controls how much light passes 
through to the sensor. It’s measured in f-
stops, which are actually fractions: f/2 means 
the lens opening is the focal length divided 
by 2, so f/2 is a much larger opening than f/8. 

A wider aperture (small f-number like f/1.8 or 
f/2.8) lets in more light and gives you a 
shallow depth of field — great for blurring 
the background in portraits or drawing 
attention to a small subject. A narrower 
aperture (large f-number like f/8 or f/11) lets 
in less light but increases depth of field, 
keeping more of the scene in focus — useful 
for landscapes, group shots, or product work 
where you want everything sharp. 

Every lens has a “sweet spot” for sharpness, 
this can be two to three stops down from its 
maximum aperture, so if image quality is 
more important than background blur, 
experiment to find where your lens performs 
best. For instance my 85mm f/1.2 seems 
sharpest at 5.6 or f8. 

Apertures also follow a full-stop sequence 
where each step doubles or halves the light 
entering the lens.  

Shot at 1/320 second with a traditional flash, this 
photo shows what happens when you exceed your 
camera’s sync speed: only part of the frame is lit, 
while the edge of the frame is black.

Apertures from f/1.4 to f/8 on a 50mm lens. 
KoeppiK/Wikimedia Commons 
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Full-stop apertures: 
f/1, f/1.4, f/2, f/2.8, f/4, f/5.6, f/8, f/11, f/16, f/22, 
f/32 

Half-stop apertures: 
f/1, f/1.2, f/1.4, f/1.7, f/2, f/2.4, f/2.8, f/3.4, f/4, f/
4.8, f/5.6, f/6.7, f/8, f/9.5, f/11, f/13.5, f/16, f/19, 
f/22, f/27, f/32 

Third-stop apertures: 
f/1, f/1.1, f/1.2, f/1.4, f/1.6, f/1.8, f/2, f/2.2, f/2.5, f/
2.8, f/3.2, f/3.5, f/4, f/4.5, f/5, f/5.6, f/6.3, f/7.1, 
f/8, f/9, f/10, f/11, f/13, f/14, f/16, f/18, f/20, f/22, 
f/25, f/29, f/32 

ISO 

ISO effectively controls your camera sensor’s 
sensitivity to light. A low ISO (64–200) gives 
you the sharpest image with the least noise, 
while a high ISO (like 3200, 6400, or beyond) 
brightens your exposure at the cost of 
introducing more visible noise and reducing 
fine detail. Noise refers to random, unwanted 
specks of gray or color that appear in your 
image — especially in the shadows — and 
can obscure fine detail. Technically, ISO on a 
digital camera is just amplifying the signal — 
the light — recorded by the sensor. 

Raising ISO is a trade-off: it lets you use a 
faster shutter speed or a smaller aperture in 
low light, but at the expense of image 
quality. The key is to raise it only when you 
need more light for your exposure. Modern 
cameras handle high ISO much better than 
older ones, so don’t be afraid to use higher 
settings when the light is dim — just know 
that the image might not be quite as clean. 

There’s another way to think about it: ISO 
doesn’t directly cause noise — it reveals it. If 
your scene is brightly lit, even a high ISO can 
look clean because the sensor starts with a 
strong signal. In very low light, the original 

signal is weaker, so amplification makes the 
noise more visible. 
ISO also affects dynamic range — the 
amount of detail you can capture between 
the deepest shadows and brightest 
highlights. Lower ISOs typically preserve 
more dynamic range, which is why 
photographers often start at the lowest base 
ISO their camera offers for maximum image 
quality. However, some cameras have 
extended ISO ranges at the low end, and 
these may offer less dynamic range than the 
normal base ISO. 

ISO values follow the same doubling/halving 
logic, though digital cameras allow smaller 
steps. 

Full-stop ISOs: 
100, 200, 400, 800, 1600, 3200, 6400, 
12800, 25600, 51200 

Half-stop ISOs: 
100, 140, 200, 280, 400, 560, 800, 1100, 
1600, 2200, 3200, 4500, 6400, 9000, 
12800, 18000, 25600, 36000, 51200 

Third-stop ISOs: 
100, 125, 160, 200, 250, 320, 400, 500, 640, 
800, 1000, 1250, 1600, 2000, 2500, 3200, 
4000, 5000, 6400, 8000, 10000, 12800, 
16000, 20000, 25600, 32000, 40000, 
51200 

The Sunny 16 Rule 

If you’re shooting in bright sun and don’t 
have a meter, a classic rule of thumb is the 
Sunny 16 rule. Set your aperture to f/16 and 
your shutter speed to the reciprocal of your 
ISO. For example, at ISO 100, you’d use 1/100 
second (or 1/125, the closest full stop). On 
hazy or overcast days, reduce the f-stop: try 
f/11 for light cloud cover, f/8 for overcast, or 
f/5.6 in heavy shade or thick clouds. This 
approach gives you a solid baseline exposure 
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to adjust from, especially helpful with manual 
settings. 

BALANCING THE THREE 

Your camera likely changes exposure in steps 
(“clicks”) of either 1/3 stop (3 clicks per stop) 
or 1/2 stop (2 clicks per stop) — you can 
usually set this in the camera menu. To keep 
the same brightness, any change you make 
in one setting must be matched by the same 
total number of clicks in the opposite 
direction across one or both of the other two 
settings. 

Here’s the trick: changing one setting affects 
the others. If you speed up your shutter by 
three clicks to freeze action, you could open 
your aperture by three clicks, raise your ISO 
by three clicks, or split the difference — such 
as opening your aperture by two clicks and 
raising your ISO by one click — to keep the 
exposure the same. The math is always 
“clicks in” on one side balanced by “clicks 
out” on the other side. 

At first, this might seem like mental 
gymnastics — and it is. But as you practice, it 
will become second nature. Before long, 
you’ll find yourself rolling one dial and 
instinctively rolling another to match, 
without even thinking about it. A great way 
to train your brain is to pick up your camera 
and watch the live view (mirrorless makes 
this especially easy). Change one setting a 
few clicks, then adjust another to bring the 
brightness back to where you started. You’ll 
quickly begin to feel how the triangle 
balances. 

Rule of thumb 

• If your camera is set to 1/3‑stop steps → 1 
stop = 3 clicks. 

• If your camera is set to 1/2‑stop steps → 1 
stop = 2 clicks. 

• If your camera is set to full‑stop steps → 1 
stop = 1 click. 

• Total clicks must net to zero for 
equivalent exposure. 

Third‑stop examples (3 clicks = 1 stop) 

Start: 1/125 second, f/8, ISO 200 
All compensation in one setting 
• Speed up shutter by 1 stop: 1/125 → 1/250 

second (+3 clicks, darker). 
• Compensate entirely with aperture: f/8 → 

f/5.6 (–3 clicks, brighter). 

Split compensation across two settings 
• Speed up shutter by 1 stop: 1/125 → 1/250 

second (+3 clicks). 
• Compensate 1 click with aperture: f/8 → 

f/7.1 (brighter), and 
• 2 clicks with ISO: ISO 200 → ISO 320 

(brighter). 
• (Total added brightness = 3 clicks → 

exposure matches.) 

Bigger change, bigger split 
• Close aperture by 2/3 stop: f/8 → f/10 (+2 

clicks, darker). 
• Also speed up shutter by 1/3 stop: 1/125 

→ 1/160 second (+1 click, darker). 
• Total change = +3 clicks (–1 stop, darker) 

→ raise ISO 1 stop: ISO 200 → ISO 400 
(–3 clicks, brighter). 

Half‑stop examples (2 clicks = 1 stop) 

Start: 1/125 second, f/8, ISO 200 (camera set 
to 1/2‑stop increments) 

All in aperture 
• Speed up shutter by 1 stop: 1/125 → 1/250 

second (+2 clicks). 
• Open aperture 1 stop: f/8 → f/5.6 (–2 

clicks). 

Split between aperture and ISO 
• Speed up shutter by 1 stop: 1/125 → 1/250 
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second (+2 clicks). 
• Open aperture 1/2 stop: f/8 → f/6.7 (–1 

click), and 
• Raise ISO 1/2 stop: ISO 200 → ISO 280 (–

1 click). 

Key Takeaway 

• Equivalent exposure only matches 
brightness. The look still changes: 

• Shutter speed affects motion blur 
• Aperture affects depth of field and lens 

sharpness behavior 
• ISO affects noise and dynamic range 

Use clicks to balance exposure, then choose 
which trade-offs best serve your image. 

SHOOTING MODES, AUTO ISO, 
AND WHEN TO GO MANUAL 

Now that you understand how shutter speed, 
aperture, and ISO work together, the next 
step is deciding who controls them — you or 
the camera. That’s where shooting modes 
and Auto ISO come in. 

Your camera offers everything from fully 
automatic to fully manual modes. In the fully 
automatic settings, the camera meters the 
scene, decides on all three exposure 
variables, and does its best to give you what 
it thinks is a “correct” exposure. In semi-
automatic modes — like Aperture Priority (Av/
A), Shutter Priority (Tv/S), or Program (P) — 
you control one or two sides of the triangle, 
and the camera automatically adjusts the 
remaining setting to balance the exposure. 

Auto ISO works in a similar way: instead of 
locking in a specific ISO, you let the camera 
choose it based on the available light and the 
other exposure settings you’ve selected. This 
can be useful for fast-moving situations, 
travel, or documentary work where light 

changes constantly and you need to focus 
on composition and timing rather than 
adjusting settings for every shot. 

However, there’s a catch: the camera has no 
idea what your creative intent is. It doesn’t 
know if you want motion blur or to freeze 
action, if you want the background blurred or 
everything sharp. In auto or semi-auto 
modes, its only goal is to give you an 
exposure that averages to middle gray. That’s 
fine in many situations, but in controlled 
environments — especially when using flash 
or strobes — it can backfire. 

Here’s why: in the studio, your camera 
meters for the ambient light before you take 
the shot, but it can’t account for flash output 
until the shutter fires. This often results in 
wildly inconsistent exposures unless you take 
full manual control. With manual mode, you 
set shutter speed, aperture, and ISO yourself, 
ensuring that every frame is consistent and 
that changes to your lighting are intentional 
and predictable. 

In continuous light setups (like LEDs) or when 
using window light — you can still use semi-
automatic modes, because the camera can 
“see” the light it’s metering. But in most 
professional studio situations, manual 
control is the standard. It gives you 
repeatable results, freedom to create exactly 
the look you want, and protection against the 
camera making exposure decisions you 
didn’t ask for. 
That said, there are exceptions. Many event 
and sports photographers use auto or semi-
auto modes (often with Auto ISO) to keep up 
with constantly changing lighting conditions, 
trusting their camera’s metering system to 
get them close enough so they can focus on 
timing and composition. 

And that’s the key: whether you shoot 
manual or let the camera make some 
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decisions, everything starts with how the 
camera measures light. Understanding your 
metering system — and when to trust it or 
override it — is essential to getting 
consistent, intentional exposures. 

LIGHT METER BASICS 

Before you can get the most out of your 
camera’s metering system, you need to 
understand what it’s actually doing. All in-
camera light meters work on the same 
principle: they measure the brightness of a 
scene and suggest exposure settings that 
will render it as middle gray — roughly 18% 
reflectance. 

THE MIDDLE GRAY CONCEPT 

Middle gray is not “average” in terms of 
blending colors — it’s a specific tone halfway 
between black and white in brightness. Your 
camera assumes this is what a properly 
exposed subject should look like. 
The problem? Real life isn’t always middle 
gray. A snowy field is much brighter, and the 
meter will try to darken it to gray — 
underexposing the snow. A black tuxedo is 
much darker, and the meter will try to lighten 
it to gray — overexposing the suit. 

If you’re shooting in semi-automatic modes 
like Aperture Priority or Shutter Priority, this 
is where exposure compensation comes in. 
You can nudge the exposure brighter (+) or 
darker (–) without switching to full manual 
control. 

If you’re shooting in manual mode, you’re not 
using exposure compensation — you’re 
watching the exposure scale in your 
viewfinder or on the LCD and adjusting 
shutter speed, aperture, or ISO until the 
meter reads where you want it. This gives 
you direct control over the outcome while 
still using the meter as a guide. 

METERING MODES 

Once you know the meter always aims for 
middle gray, the metering mode just decides 
which part of the frame the camera 
measures to make that judgment: 
• Spot Metering – Reads a tiny area (often 

tied to your focus point). Great for tricky 
light when you want to expose for a 
specific detail. 

• Center-Weighted Metering – Reads the 
whole frame but prioritizes the center. A 
classic choice for portraits or subjects in 
predictable positions. 

• Evaluative/Matrix Metering – Analyzes the 
entire frame and uses algorithms 
(sometimes scene recognition) to 
balance exposure. 

Personally, I leave my camera in Evaluative/
Matrix metering almost all the time as it 
seems to be the most accurate mode in 
general for my work. 

Trust vs. Override 

Your meter is a guide, not an absolute truth. 
It doesn’t know your creative intent — 
whether you want to blow out the 
background, create a silhouette, or preserve 
every shadow detail. 

In consistent, even lighting, it’s fine to trust 
the meter. But in high-contrast situations, 
backlighting, or scenes with dominant bright 
or dark tones, be ready to override its 
suggestion — either with exposure 
compensation (if in auto/semi-auto) or 
manual adjustments (if shooting full manual). 

Evaluative, center weighted, & spot metering symbols.
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Mastering when to follow the meter and 
when to ignore it is one of the most 
important steps in developing control over 
your photography. 

READING HISTOGRAMS 

When you’re working in bright environments
—like shooting outdoors on a sunny day—
your eyes adjust to the brightness. This 
adaptation can make an overexposed image 
on your camera’s LCD look normal because 
everything around you is so bright. Similarly, 
in a very dark environment, your eyes 
become more sensitive to light, and an 
underexposed image might appear just fine 
on the screen. That’s why relying solely on 
the LCD can be misleading. In those 
scenarios, using your camera’s electronic 
viewfinder may be better, but checking the 
histogram is likely the most reliable way to 
judge exposure. 

WHAT THEY SHOW 

A histogram is a graph of brightness values 
in your image: the left side represents the 
darkest areas (shadows and blacks), the 
middle shows the midtones, and the right 
side shows the brightest areas, called 
highlights and whites. 

READING HISTOGRAMS

Not every good photo produces a perfectly 
even histogram. The shape of the graph 
depends on the tones in your scene. A 
portrait against a dark background will 
naturally lean left, while a bright outdoor 
scene may lean right. Many images fall 
somewhere in between, with a bell-shaped 
curve peaking around the midtones. 

The key is that a histogram is a map of tonal 
distribution, not a correctness score. Left-

leaning doesn’t automatically mean “too 
dark,” and right-leaning doesn’t always mean 
“too bright.” It only becomes a problem 
when tones are pushed so far to the edge 
that detail is lost — which is where clipping 
comes in. 

Clipping 

Clipping occurs when part of the histogram 
touches the far left or right edge. This 
indicates that some shadows or highlights 
are clipped — meaning there are areas of 
pure black or pure white with no detail. It 
doesn’t mean all your shadows or highlights 
are gone, just that some portion of them is. 

CREATIVE DECISIONS 

Once you understand clipping, you’ll see 
that histograms don’t prescribe a “correct” 
exposure — they describe the character of 
your image. Some photographs are 
intentionally bright and airy, while others are 
meant to be dark and moody. A bold black-
and-white might even create a “saddle” 
shape, with strong shadows and highlights 
but few midtones. 

This histogram shows an underexposed image, 
with most of the tonal information bunched to the 
left side, indicating loss of shadow detail.

This histogram shows an underexposed image, 
with most of the tonal values pushed into the 
shadows on the left side.
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f/2.8f/2.0

f/4.0 f/5.6 f/8.0

f/1.4

The histogram doesn’t judge your photo — it 
shows you where your tones live. The power 
is in deciding whether to preserve detail 
across the range or allow tones to clip for 
creative effect. 

DEPTH OF FIELD IN PRACTICE 

Depth of field (DOF) is one of the most 
powerful creative and technical tools you 
have in photography. It describes the zone in 
front of and behind your point of focus that 
appears acceptably sharp in the final image. 
Everything outside that zone falls 
progressively out of focus. The size of that 
zone is not fixed — you can influence it — 
and doing so lets you decide whether the 
viewer’s attention is locked on a single sharp 
subject against a dreamy blur, or allowed to 
roam through a scene where everything from 
the closest blade of grass to the distant 
horizon is crisp. 

Understanding depth of field is not just 
about memorizing that “f/2.8 gives you a 
blurry background and f/16 means 
everything is sharp.” It’s about knowing why 
DOF changes, what controls it, and how to 

predict the results before you even lift the 
camera. That control comes from four 
interacting factors: aperture, focal length, 
distance to subject, and the acceptable 
circle of confusion. 

APERTURE (F-STOP) 

Aperture is the easiest and most immediate 
DOF control. A wide aperture (low f-number 
like f/1.8) produces a shallow DOF — great for 
isolating a portrait subject from the 
background. A narrow aperture (high f-
number like f/11) increases DOF, keeping 
more of the scene sharp. 

One of the most visible ways aperture affects 
an image is through background blur, often 
called bokeh. The look of out-of-focus 
highlights isn’t just about how blurred they 
are, but also their shape and smoothness. To 
see this clearly, look at the mannequin head 
examples, all shot at 85mm while changing 
only the aperture. Notice how the Christmas 
lights behind the subject grow larger and 
creamier at wide apertures, then shrink and 
become more defined as the lens is stopped 
down. 
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FOCAL LENGTH 

Focal length changes depth of field by 
changing magnification. At a fixed camera 
position, longer focal lengths magnify more 
and give shallower DOF; shorter focal lengths 
magnify less and give deeper DOF. 

Here’s the nuance: 
• Landscapes and large group portraits — 

When you can’t move the camera back 
(your subject size in the frame changes 
with focal length), focal length has a big 
effect. A telephoto lens will have 
noticeably less in focus than a wide-angle 
lens at the same aperture. This is why 
wide lenses are common in landscape 
work — they make it much easier to keep 
front-to-back sharpness. 

• Solo portraits, framed the same way — If 
you change focal length but also change 
your shooting distance to keep the 
subject the same size in the frame, think 
3/4 length, the DOF remains surprisingly 
similar. The real difference is in how the 
background looks: longer lenses 
compress and enlarge background blur; 
shorter lenses include more background 
detail. 

DISTANCE TO SUBJECT 

The closer you are to your subject, the 
shallower the DOF. This is why macro 
photography often has a razor-thin DOF even 
at f/11, and why stepping further away makes 
it easier to keep more of a scene sharp. 

ACCEPTABLE CIRCLE OF CONFUSION 

The “circle of confusion” is a technical term 
describing the largest area our eyes will still 
see as “sharp” in the final image. You don’t 
directly set it — it’s defined by your camera’s 
sensor size and how large the image will be 

viewed or printed. Larger sensors have a 
larger standard for this circle, which is one 
reason they can produce shallower DOF for 
the same framing and aperture as 35mm 
sensors. 

THE 1/3–2/3 RULE OF THUMB 

The idea that one-third of your depth of field 
falls in front of your focus point and two-
thirds falls behind can be a useful shortcut — 
but it’s not universally true. 

At close distances (like macro work or tight 
portraits), depth of field is usually split closer 
to 50/50. At moderate subject distances, the 
front/back split tends to shift toward that 
one-third/two-thirds ratio. And when you’re 
focused far away, most of the depth of field 
falls behind your focus point. 

How I apply it: 
• Large group portraits: Focus slightly in 

front of the middle row to help keep 
everyone sharp. 

• Landscapes: For scenes where everything 
is fairly close, focusing about one-third 
into the frame works well. If there’s a 
distant horizon, I’ll calculate the 
hyperfocal distance — the closest point I 
can focus while still keeping infinity 
acceptably sharp. For example, at f/8 with 
a 24mm lens, a hyperfocal distance of 2 
meters means everything from about 1 
meter to infinity will appear sharp. 

DIFFRATION 

For maximum front-to-back sharpness, many 
photographers are tempted to “stop down” 
to very small apertures like f/16 or f/22. While 
this does increase depth of field, it 
introduces diffraction — a phenomenon 
where light bends around the edges of the 
aperture blades, causing a softening of fine 
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details across the whole image. This effect 
becomes more noticeable at small apertures, 
so for most landscapes f/8–f/11 is the sweet 
spot for balancing sharpness and depth of 
field.  

PRACTICAL EXAMPLES 

On the following page, you’ll find Depth of 
Field Tables for three common scenarios — 
close-up portraits, three-quarter length 
portraits, and full-body groups. As you 
explore the examples below, keep an eye on 
the tables to see how aperture and focal 
length directly affect depth of field. 

Close-Up Portrait (Head and Shoulders) 
If you want that creamy, background-melting 

look for a solo subject, work with a wide 
aperture such as f/1.8–f/2.8. For close-up 
portraits, changing focal length while 
keeping the subject the same size in the 
frame won’t drastically change depth of field 
— but it will change the background’s look. 
Longer lenses will make the background 
appear larger and more blurred; shorter 
lenses will keep more of it visible. 

For a subject framed from about mid-thigh 
up and horizontal, depth of field becomes a 
balancing act. You want enough sharpness 
across the subject while still controlling 
background blur. Apertures in the f/2.8–f/4 
range work well for subject isolation, while 
stopping down to f/5.6 or f/8 helps if you 
want the environment sharper. The real shift 
you’ll notice is with focal length: wide angles 

Isolation through blur. At the same focal length but 
opened up to f/1.2, the props and background 
soften, directing attention solely to the model.

More depth with props. Shooting at f/8 with an 
85mm keeps the foreground and background 
elements more in focus, giving the whole scene 
layered depth.
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CLOSE-UP PORTRAIT DEPTH OF FIELD TABLE 
(FRAMING: SUBJECT FILLS ~0.75 M × 0.5 M IN THE IMAGE, RESULTS IN METERS)

Aperture 24 mm 35 mm 50 mm 70 mm 85 mm 135 mm 200 mm

f/1.4 0.035 0.035 0.035 0.035 0.035 0.035 0.035

f/2 0.050 0.050 0.050 0.050 0.050 0.050 0.050

f/2.8 0.070 0.069 0.069 0.069 0.069 0.069 0.069

f/4 0.100 0.099 0.099 0.099 0.099 0.099 0.099

f/5.6 0.141 0.139 0.139 0.139 0.139 0.139 0.139

f/8 0.204 0.201 0.199 0.199 0.198 0.198 0.198

f/11 0.290 0.280 0.276 0.274 0.273 0.273 0.273

THREE-QUARTER LENGTH PORTRAIT DEPTH OF FIELD TABLE 
(FRAMING: SUBJECT FILLS ~1.5 M × 1 M IN THE IMAGE, RESULTS IN METERS)

Aperture 24mm 35mm 50mm 70mm 85mm 135mm 200mm

f/1.4 0.21 0.21 0.21 0.21 0.21 0.21 0.21

f/2 0.3 0.3 0.29 0.29 0.29 0.29 0.29

f/2.8 0.42 0.42 0.41 0.41 0.41 0.41 0.41

f/4 0.62 0.6 0.59 0.59 0.59 0.59 0.59

f/5.6 0.92 0.87 0.84 0.83 0.83 0.83 0.82

f/8 1.52 1.31 1.24 1.21 1.2 1.18 1.18

f/11 2.86 2.03 1.79 1.7 1.67 1.64 1.62

FULL-BODY GROUP PORTRAIT DEPTH OF FIELD TABLE 
(FRAMING: SUBJECT(S) FILL ~3 M × 2 M IN THE IMAGE, RESULTS IN METERS)

Aperture 24 mm 35 mm 50 mm 70 mm 85 mm 135 mm 200 mm

f/1.4 0.59 0.58 0.58 0.58 0.58 0.58 0.58

f/2 0.86 0.84 0.83 0.83 0.83 0.82 0.82

f/2.8 1.25 1.20 1.17 1.16 1.16 1.15 1.15

f/4 1.97 1.78 1.71 1.68 1.67 1.65 1.65

f/5.6 3.40 2.71 2.49 2.39 2.36 2.33 2.31

f/8 9.72 4.77 3.88 3.56 3.47 3.36 3.32

f/11 ∞ 10.98 6.35 5.30 5.02 4.71 4.61
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When photographing Kasan for a 
barbering competition, I chose f/11 to 

ensure every detail of his haircut 
stayed sharp. At this aperture and 

framing, the depth of field was about 
30 cm (1 ft), enough to capture the 

hairstyle and face in crisp focus.
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exaggerate space and include more 
background detail, while telephoto 
compresses and smooths it. 

Small Group (12 People, Full Body, Horizontal) 
Imagine three rows of four people across, 
and you want them all in sharp focus. If you 
simply focus on the front row at f/2.8, the 
back row will be noticeably soft. A better 
approach is to: 
1. 	 Step back far enough so the group 

fills your frame without cutting off feet or 
heads. 

2. 	 Choose an aperture around f/5.6–f/8 
to increase depth of field. 

3. 	 Focus about one-third of the way into 
the group — usually around the second 
row — so that both the front and back 
rows fall within the sharp zone. 

OTHER ESSENTIALS 
BATTERY LIFE 

Battery performance is especially important 
with mirrorless cameras, which use 
electronic viewfinders and sensors 
constantly. Always carry at least one fully 
charged spare. Rotate and recharge batteries 
regularly to maintain their health. In cold 
weather, store batteries in a warm pocket to 
extend life. 

FIRMWARE 

Firmware is your camera’s internal software, 
responsible for functions like autofocus, 
menus, and exposure control. Manufacturers 
release firmware updates to improve 
performance, fix bugs, or add features. 
Check for updates regularly on the camera 
maker’s website.. A single update can 
enhance or unlock key camera features. 

CONDENSATION 

Moving gear from a cold to warm 
environment can cause condensation inside 
lenses, sensors, and the camera body, 
potentially damaging electronics or optical 
components. To prevent this, place your gear 
in a sealed plastic bag before transitioning 
indoors, and let it come to room temperature 
gradually before unsealing. 

MEMORY CARDS 

A fast, high-quality memory card is one of 
the most overlooked essentials. The speed of 
your card directly affects how quickly images 
are written and reviewed, and impacts your 
ability to shoot bursts. A slow card fills the 
buffer quickly, creating delays. For RAW 
shooters, 64–128GB is a practical size, but 
you will want more room if you shoot video. 
Using multiple medium-sized cards instead 
of a single large one can prevent losing all 
your work if a card fails.

In this portrait of Sophia, the subject size is about 
50×75 cm (20” x 30”), framed with an 85mm lens at 
f/8. Looking at the Depth of Field Table on the 
previous page, you’ll notice that at this subject size, 
f/8 gives nearly the same depth of field — around 
20 cm — whether you shoot at 24mm or 200mm. 
What changes isn’t the sharp zone on the subject, 
but how different focal lengths reveal more or less 
of the background.
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CHAPTER 1 QUIZ – 
CAMERA FOUNDATIONS 
Q1. Which of the following is NOT a primary 
advantage of mirrorless cameras over DSLRs? 
A) Electronic viewfinder previews of exposure 
and white balance 
B) More compact bodies without the mirror 
mechanism 
C) Faster autofocus with face/eye tracking 
D) The image sensor is larger, leading to 
better quality 

Q2. When buying into a camera system, what 
is generally the most important long-term 
investment? 
A) Camera bodies 
B) Lenses 
C) Memory cards 
D) Batteries 

Q3. Which of the following is a sequence of 
whole f-stops? 
A) f/1.4, f/2, f/2.8, f/4, f/5.6, f/8 
B) f/1.2, f/1.8, f/2.5, f/3.5, f/4.5 
C) f/2, f/2.4, f/3.2, f/4, f/5 
D) f/1.4, f/1.6, f/1.8, f/2, f/2.2 

Q4. Your current correct exposure is 1/125 
second at f/5.6, ISO 100. You want more 
depth of field while keeping the exposure the 
same. Which setting would achieve this? 
A) 1/125 second at f/2.8, ISO 100 
B) 1/125 second at f/11, ISO 400 
C) 1/500 second at f/5.6, ISO 400 
D) 1/30 second at f/8, ISO 100 

Q5. What happens if you use a shutter speed 
faster than your camera’s maximum flash 
sync speed with a traditional (non-HSS) flash? 

A) It wont affect your images. 
B) The flash won’t fire at all 
C) Part of the image will be dark or black due 
to the second curtain blocking the flash 
D) The flash automatically switches to High-
Speed Sync 

Q6. Your camera is set to adjust exposure in 
1/3-stop increments. You increase your 
shutter speed by 3 clicks. To maintain the 
same brightness, which of the following 
would also keep the exposure equivalent? 
A) Open the aperture by 1 click and raise ISO 
by 3 clicks 
B) Open the aperture by 3 clicks and leave 
ISO the same 
C) Raise ISO by 2 clicks and leave aperture 
the same 
D) Close the aperture by 1 click and lower ISO 
by 2 clicks 

Q7. Wide-angle lenses tend to: 
A) Exaggerate perspective, making close 
objects appear larger compared to distant 
objects 
B) Compress perspective, making 
background objects appear closer 
C) Eliminate distortion entirely 
D) Always keep the background out of focus 

Q8. Which of the following statements about 
RAW vs JPEG is correct? 
A) RAW files allow greater flexibility in 
adjusting exposure and white balance after 
shooting 
B) JPEG files contain all the original sensor 
data 
C) RAW files are always smaller in file size 
than JPEGs 
D) JPEGs always have more dynamic range 
than RAW files 
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Q9. If your meter suggests 1/250 second at 
f/4, ISO 200 for proper exposure in bright 
sunlight, but you want a darker, moodier 
image without changing ISO, which of the 
following would achieve that? 
A) 1/250 second at f/2.8 
B) 1/500 second at f/4 
C) 1/125 second at f/5.6 
D) 1/60 second at f/8 

Q10. Which metering mode measures light 
only in a very small area of the frame, often 
linked to your focus point? 
A) Evaluative/Matrix Metering 
B) Center-Weighted Metering 
C) Spot Metering 
D) Partial Metering

Answer Key 

1 – D 
2 – B 
3 – A 
4 – B 
5 – C 
6 – B 
7 – A 
8 – A 
9 – B 

10 – C



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                             		35



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                             		36

Chapter 2  

LIGHTING TOOLS & 
TECHNOLOGIES 
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This portrait of Kyle was lit with 
continuous LEDs, including four 

Nanlite 4′ Pavo Tubes forming the 
background. 
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Before we can talk about how to use light 
creatively, we need to understand the 
tools that produce and shape it. 

Photographers—perhaps more than any 
other type of visual artist—have a long-
standing obsession with gear. Cameras, 
lenses, tripods, bags… but ask a working 
professional, and they’ll tell you that nothing 
has a bigger impact on the look of a 
photograph than the light itself and how it’s 
controlled. 

This chapter is about the “stuff” we use to 
make that happen. We’ll begin with the 
sources—the devices that actually emit light
—and then work outward, covering the 
modifiers that shape it, the stands that hold 
it, and the accessories that you’ll use along 
the way. Think of this as the vocabulary 
section of the course: by the end of this 
chapter, you’ll not only recognize the names 
of common tools but also understand why 
you might reach for one instead of another. 

We’re putting this section ahead of the 
theory chapter for a reason. When you know 
what tools exist, you can better visualize the 
kinds of results they can create—and when 
we start talking about the core principles of 
light in the next chapter, you’ll already have a 
mental catalog of the equipment that can 
put those ideas into practice. 

LIGHT SOURCES 
All photography begins with light — and for 
many photographers, that light is simply 
whatever is already in the scene. Natural light 
from the sun is free, abundant, and 
constantly changing, which is both its 
biggest strength and its greatest challenge. 
It can be as simple as positioning a subject 
near a window for soft, flattering 
illumination, or as complex as chasing the 
fleeting golden light at sunrise or sunset. 

Many photographers begin their careers 
working exclusively with natural light, and 
only later add artificial light when their 
creative goals or client demands require 
more control. 

When you do decide to add your own light, 
there are two main categories to choose 
from: continuous light and flash. 

Continuous lighting stays on all the time, so 
you can see exactly how it’s falling on your 
subject before you take a shot. You can 
observe shadows, highlights, catchlights, 
and background brightness in real time, 
which makes it a comfortable starting point 
for beginners and a staple for video shooters. 
Modern continuous lighting is dominated by 
LEDs, which are bright, efficient, cool-
running, and often dimmable. Many allow 
you to change the color temperature to 
match other lights or ambient conditions, 
and some RGB units can produce millions of 
colors for creative effects. 

Continuous light has trade-offs. It’s generally 
less powerful than flash, so you may need to 
use slower shutter speeds, wider apertures, 
or higher ISOs to achieve a proper exposure. 
That can make it harder to freeze motion or 
shoot in bright outdoor conditions. Older 
continuous light types — tungsten and 
quartz-halogen “hot lights” — were once 
common in both photography and 
filmmaking. They were heavy, power-hungry, 
generated intense heat, and were locked to a 
warm color balance. Today they’re mostly 
museum pieces, replaced almost entirely by 
LEDs. 

Flash is a different beast. Instead of being on 
constantly, a flash emits a short, intense 
burst of light — often just a few thousandths 
of a second long. That burst can be powerful 
enough to light a subject in full sunlight or 
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freeze fast motion. The key to freezing action 
with flash is not just the short duration of the 
burst, but also controlling or eliminating 
ambient light so that the flash is the primary 
light source. This ensures your subject is lit 
only during that brief instant 
when the flash fires. 

Flash comes in several forms: 
• Speedlights (right) — 

Small, battery-powered 
units that can mount on-
camera or be used off-
camera for more creative 
control. 

• Monolights —  Self-contained, more 
powerful flashes with mounts for 
modifiers like softboxes or umbrellas. 
Many of today’s 
monolights are 
battery-
powered, like 
the one on the 
right like the, 
allowing you to 
use the same 
unit in the studio 
or on location without compromise. 

• Pack-and-head systems — Professional 
setups where a lightweight head 
connects to a powerful floor-mounted 
pack. These offer extremely high output, 
very fast 
recycling, and 
are built for 
demanding 
commercial or 
sports work. 
However, as 
monolight 
technology has 
evolved, these 
once-staple 
systems have 
become 

increasingly rare — more a specialized 
tool than the industry standard they once 
were. 

The trade-off with flash is that you can’t 
always see the exact final lighting effect until 
you take a shot, though modeling lamps can 
help. Flash also requires syncing with the 
camera’s shutter, which typically limits you to 
a maximum shutter speed of around 1/200–
1/250 second unless you use High-Speed 
Sync (HSS) — a feature we’ll explore in detail 
in Chapter 4. 

Choosing between continuous light and flash 
isn’t about which is “better” — it’s about 
matching the tool to the situation. 
Continuous light excels when you want to 
see your results in real time or when 
shooting video. Flash is unmatched when 
you need sheer power, motion-freezing 
capability, or precise control over how your 
light interacts with ambient conditions. 

RECYCLE TIME REALITY CHECK 

Continuous shooting modes are addictive — 
and great for sports with available light — but 
flash changes the game. Every time you fire, 
the capacitor in your flash has to recharge 
before it can deliver full power again. That 
pause is called recycle time, and it varies 
depending on your flash, your power setting, 
and your battery condition. At lower power, 
recycle is quick; at full power, it might take a 
couple of seconds or more. Rather than 
hammering the shutter in burst mode, think 
about timing your shots deliberately. This will 
not only keep you from missing frames due 
to underpowered flashes, but it will also 
make you more intentional with your lighting 
and subject interaction. There are exceptions 
— high-speed action on a commercial set 
with powerful strobes and packs, for 
instance — but most of the time, flash is 
about precision, not volume. 
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MODIFIERS 
A light source on its own can be a bit like raw 
ingredients in cooking — full of potential, but 
not yet shaped into something truly 
delicious. Light modifiers are the chef’s tools, 
shaping, softening, focusing, or spreading 
that light to achieve a specific look. 
Choosing the right modifier is one of the 
most powerful ways to control the mood, 
texture, and direction of your lighting. 

Broadly, modifiers fall into two main families: 
soft light tools and hard light tools. Soft light 
tools spread and diffuse light, creating 
gentle shadows and smooth transitions. They 
minimize pore detail and reduce the 
appearance of fine lines, while fabric and 
skin textures appear softer. Because the 
highlights are diffused rather than 
concentrated, skin often appears more matte 

and “buttery.” Hard light tools focus and 
direct light, producing crisp shadows, 
pronounced contrast, and clearly defined 
texture in skin, hair, and fabrics. With hard 
light, highlights become smaller, more 
specular, and more intense, which can make 
oily or dewy skin appear shinier and 
emphasize imperfections. 

SOFT LIGHT TOOLS 

Soft light is flattering, forgiving, and versatile 
— ideal for portraits, fashion, and product 
photography where smooth skin tones and 
minimal harshness are desired. Its softness 
comes from the light’s apparent size relative 
to your subject and the amount of diffusion it 
passes through — but we’ll dive deeper into 
that theory in Chapter 4. 

UMBRELLAS 

Umbrellas are one of the simplest and most 
affordable ways to create soft light. They 
come in several variations: 
• Deep vs. Shallow: Deep umbrellas focus 

light more, offering greater control and 
contrast, while shallow umbrellas spread 
light more broadly for a wash of 
illumination. 

• White vs. Silver vs. Translucent: White 
interiors give a soft, even light with 
gentle shadows. Silver interiors are more 
efficient and produce more contrast, with 
slightly crisper shadows. Translucent 
umbrellas are used in a “shoot-through” 
configuration, turning them into a large, 
diffuse panel that you place close to the 
subject — but because the light spills 
everywhere, I generally wouldn’t 
recommend them. Gold umbrellas, while 
uncommon, produce warm-toned light 
that mimics the color of the rising or 
setting sun. 

On the left, an Elinchrom 105cm / 41” Shallow 
Silver Umbrella. On the right, a Deep White 
Translucent Umbrella
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This image of Thomas was created using 
two octaboxes: a smaller one lit his face, 

while a massive 190 cm octabox stood 
directly behind him, forming the luminous 

background itself. This approach shows 
how light modifiers can double as both 

source and scenery, blending subject and 
background into a seamless composition.
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SOFTBOXES & OCTABOXES 

Softboxes come in many shapes — 
rectangular, square, octagonal, and even 
multi-sided variants — all lined with reflective 
material and covered by one or more layers 
of diffusion fabric. They produce directional 
soft light and they form the backbone for 
most studio photographers’ lighting setups. 

For even greater control, especially to 
prevent light from spilling onto the 
background or other parts of the set, fabric 
grids can be attached to the front. These 
grids narrow the beam angle, keeping the 
light focused where you want it while 
preserving the soft quality. 

PARABOLICS & DIFFUSION PANELS 

Large focusable parabolic modifiers 
concentrate light into a focused yet soft 
beam, offering a unique blend of crispness 
and softness. They’re popular in fashion 
photography for their ability to sculpt a 
subject while maintaining flattering texture.  

Diffusion panels — often called “butterflies” 
or “scrims” — are large rectangular or square 
frames (commonly 6×6 feet, 8×8 feet, 12×12 
feet, or larger) covered with translucent 
fabric. You place them between the light 
source and your subject to scatter and 
soften the light. They don’t have a light 
source built in, so you can use them with 
almost anything — from the sun to a studio 
strobe — to create broad, even illumination 
with very gentle shadows. 

HARD LIGHT TOOLS 

Hard light is punchy, dramatic, and excellent 
for emphasizing texture, shape, and 
dimension. It’s also more efficient than soft 

light, allowing you to project more intensity 
from a given power level. In photography, 
“hard” doesn’t mean bad — it means the light 
creates clearly defined shadows and crisp 
edges, which can add drama and shape 
when used deliberately. 

Most hard light tools are based on metal 
reflectors, which control the spread and 
focus of the beam. They come in several 
forms: 

Standard, Grid, and Deep/Long-Throw 
Reflectors 
These metal reflectors attach directly to the 
front of a flash or strobe and shape the light 
into a defined cone. 

Behind the scenes with a Broncolor Para 88. This 
focusable parabolic reflector produces a crisp yet 
flattering quality of light, ideal for high-contrast 
fashion portraits.
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• Standard reflectors provide a balanced 
spread and control, making them a 
versatile, everyday choice for general 
lighting tasks. 

• Grid reflectors (often fitted with a 
honeycomb grid) narrow the beam 
without changing its hardness. Grids are 
measured by degree — a 10° grid 
produces a very tight spotlight, while a 
40° grid creates a broader pool of light. 
They’re perfect for controlling spill and 
directing light precisely, whether it’s for a 
hair light, a product highlight, or a 
background accent. 

• Deep/long-throw reflectors are large, 
efficient designs that harness and project 
light forward with greater intensity. 
Making them excellent for throwing light 
over long distances or cutting through 
bright ambient conditions. 

Snoots and Optical Snoots 

Snoots take beam control to the extreme. A 
basic metal snoot funnels light into a small, 
concentrated circle, making it a common 
choice for product photography, detail shots, 
or theatrical lighting effects. 
Optical snoots go a step further by adding a 
focusing lens at the end, allowing you to 
project an even sharper, more controlled 
beam. Many optical snoots also have internal 
blades — usually three or four. By sliding 
these blades in, you can cut the round beam 
into geometric shapes like squares, triangles, 
or thin slivers of light. 

You can also insert gobos (short for “go-
betweens”) into an optical snoot. These are 
small metal templates that shape the 
projected light into patterns — from simple 
slats mimicking a window frame to complex 

The same setup with grids added: 30° on the lights 
in the back and a 12° grid on the light in the front. 
The grids narrow each beam, concentrating the 
light on Xander and creating a dramatic image.

This portrait of Xander was lit with three grid 
reflectors—one overhead and one on each 
shoulder. With no grids, the light goes everywhere, 
creating hard light that also lights the background.
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designs like leaves, or abstract shapes. With 
the right gobo, you can create the illusion of 
sunlight streaming through blinds, project a 
logo onto a wall, or add stylized texture to a 
background. The variety is nearly endless, 
and if you can imagine it, there’s probably a 
gobo for it. 

Beauty Dish 

A beauty dish, right, is technically a type of 
reflector, usually 40–70 cm across (17–27 in), 
but it’s unique enough to deserve its own 
mention. It produces light that’s harder than 

a softbox but softer than a bare reflector, 
giving a distinct balance of contrast and 
smoothness. This makes it a favorite for 
fashion, beauty, and portrait work where you 
want to emphasize facial structure while still 
keeping skin tones flattering. Beauty dishes 
can be used bare for a punchier, more 
defined look, fitted with a honeycomb grid 
for tighter control, or equipped with a 
diffusion sock to soften the light and make it 
behave more like a small softbox. 

PRACTICAL TAKEAWAYS 
In the end, modifiers aren’t about “better” or 
“worse” — they’re about fit. A white umbrella 
might be perfect for a bridal portrait, while a 
deep reflector with a grid could be exactly 
right for a moody, cinematic headshot. The 
choice depends on the subject, the mood, 
and the story you want the light to tell. 

One additional consideration is consistency. 
Softboxes and diffusion panels often warm 
the light slightly — usually by a few hundred 
Kelvin — while bare reflectors and silver 
interiors tend to look cooler by comparison. 
Mix them haphazardly, and skin tones can 
shift unevenly across your subject. To keep 
things predictable, I’ll often stick with either 
all soft modifiers or all hard modifiers in the 
same setup. 

FIRING YOUR FLASH: 
FROM CABLES TO 
MODERN WIRELESS 
SYSTEMS 
Your camera and flash need a way to 
communicate so the flash fires at the exact 
right moment. Over the years, the 
technology for doing this has evolved from 
physical cables to advanced wireless 
systems with full exposure control. 

This portrait of Sophia was lit with a 70 cm (27″) 
silver beauty dish fitted with a honeycomb grid, 
which tightened the beam for more control and 
contrast on her face. A second light was added to 
brighten the background. Beauty dishes can be 
used bare, with diffusion, or with grids like this—
making them one of the most versatile modifiers in 
the studio.
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1). PC Cables 
“PC” stands for 
Prontor-Compur, a   
of shutter design 
from early 
photography. A PC sync 
cable plugs into the 
camera’s sync port and 
directly into the flash, closing 
an electrical circuit when the shutter fires. 
You can still find this technology in use 
today, but the cables can wear out, come 
loose, and limit your movement. 

2). Optical Slaves (Photocells) 
An optical slave triggers the flash when it 
sees another flash fire. Some brands now call 
this a “photocell” mode because “slave” is 
considered culturally insensitive. The 
technology is built into some modern 
speedlights and monolights, making it 
possible to trigger them without cables. 
However, optical triggering requires a clear 
line of sight, can be unreliable outdoors in 
bright sunlight, and may accidentally trigger 
from other photographers’ flashes. 

3). Infrared (IR) Triggers 
Used by some camera-brand wireless flash 
systems (like early Nikon or Canon wireless), 
IR triggers send coded pulses of infrared 
light from a master flash or transmitter to 
remote flashes. This allows for more 
controlled communication than a simple 
optical slave but still needs line of sight and 
struggles in bright outdoor conditions. 

4). Early Radio Systems 
Radio triggers like the original 
PocketWizard broke free from 
the line-of-sight limitation and 
worked reliably over long 
distances and through 
obstacles. 

5). Modern Radio Triggers 
Most lighting brands now 
offer advanced radio triggers 
that are designed to work 
specifically with your 
camera brand. These 
allow for TTL metering, 
High-Speed Sync (HSS), 
we’ll cover both of those 
technologies in detail in 
Chapter 5, and remote control of flash power 
and modes from the camera position. To use 
these features, you need a trigger 
compatible with your camera brand, a flash 
or monolight that supports TTL/HSS for that 
brand, and the correct communication 
between them (often best achieved by 
staying within one lighting brand’s 
ecosystem). 

There is, however, one more concept about 
flash triggering that I want to share with you. 
On occasion, I’ve gone on location and 
forgotten my radio trigger. If that happens to 
you, you can engage your lights’ photocells 
and use an on-camera flash (speedlight) at a 
low power setting, bounced off the ceiling, 
to fire your monolights. 

LIGHTING 
ACCESSORIES 
Not every lighting situation calls for adding 
more lights — sometimes the best results 
come from controlling the light you already 
have. Light control accessories let you block, 
redirect, soften, or shape light without 
altering the source itself, giving you 
precision over how and where it falls. 

FLAGS, SCRIMS, AND GOBOS 
 
Flags are opaque panels, typically covered in 
black fabric, used to block light entirely or to 
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In this image of Trae, one V-flat was positioned 
white side out to bounce fill into the shadows, 
while another was used black side out as a flag 
to prevent light from hitting the floor.
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prevent spill into areas you want to keep 
dark. Cutters are similar but are longer and 
narrower, making them ideal for trimming 
light along a specific edge. Both are essential 
for keeping your lighting crisp and 
intentional. 

Scrims are translucent panels placed 
between the light and the subject to reduce 
intensity. Nets are a type of scrim made of 
black mesh, which lowers brightness without 
altering the light’s quality. Silks are white 
translucent fabrics that not only reduce light 
output but also make it softer. 

Gobos (“go-betweens”) are stencils or 
cutouts placed in front of a light to project 
patterns or shapes. The most common 
example is a cucoloris (or “cookie”), which 
can mimic sunlight filtering through leaves, 
casting an abstract, dappled pattern onto 
your subject or background. 

BARN DOORS 

Mounted directly to the front of a light, barn 
doors have adjustable metal leaves that 
swing in and out to shape the beam. They 
can control spill, create narrow slivers of 
light, or keep light off the background. While 
barn doors can work well with continuous 
sources like tungsten fresnels, I’ve found 

them far less 
effective with 
studio strobes. If 
you want precise 
control with flash, 
an optical snoot is 
likely a better 
choice. 

V-FLATS AND FOAM 
CORE 

V-flats are large sheets of foam core taped 
together at one edge to stand upright like a 
book. Usually white on one side for reflecting 
light and black on the other for blocking it, 
they can also double as makeshift walls or 
simple backgrounds. Smaller foam-core 
boards work the same way on a tighter scale. 

POP-UP REFLECTORS 

Collapsible reflectors come in a variety of 
surfaces: white for soft, neutral bounce; 
silver for bright, crisp light; gold 
for a warmer tone; and 
reversible 
combinations so you 
can switch on the fly. 
They’re portable, 
affordable, and 
invaluable for quick fill 
or even as a primary 
light source when your 
subject is backlit by the sun. 

COLOR GELS 

Color gels are thin sheets of transparent, 
colored material 
that attach to the 
front of a light 
source. They can 
be used for 
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This portrait of Chris was lit with a blue-gelled 
softbox, while the red stripe across their left eye 

was created using a red gel on an optical snoot.
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creative effects, 
mood shifts, or 
correcting color 
balance. For 
example, a CTO 
(Color Temperature 
Orange) gel can 
warm up a daylight-
balanced flash to 
match tungsten lighting, while a CTB (Color 
Temperature Blue) gel can cool it down. 
Creative gels in reds, blues, purples, and 
other hues can add drama to backgrounds, 
simulate different times of day, or create 
surreal color effects. When placing a gel 
inside a modifier like a softbox, it should 
cover the flash tube completely — often 
taped on four sides — to prevent unfiltered 
light from leaking through and dulling the 

color. Gels are most effective when used 
intentionally — either to blend seamlessly 
with ambient light or to stand out boldly as a 
stylistic choice. 

STANDS, GRIP, AND 
MOUNTING GEAR 
Lighting gear is only as good as the 
equipment that holds it in place. Light 
stands, boom arms, and grip hardware are 
the unsung heroes of any reliable lighting 
setup. A solid stand not only keeps your light 
in position but also protects your subject, 
crew, and gear from accidents. 

For general use, photographers often start 
with medium-duty aluminum stands — 
sometimes called kit stands. They’re light, 

The final portrait, lit with three lights including a 
beauty dish, with the background illuminated 
primarily by light passing through the cucoloris.

In this setup with Isabelle, the light on camera right 
was fitted with barn doors so it struck only the 
cucoloris, projecting a shadow onto the backdrop.
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portable, and inexpensive, making them 
perfect for travel or small modifiers. The 
trade-off is that they’re not built for heavy 
loads or rough environments. 

When you step up to larger modifiers or 
heavier lights, steel stands become the 
better option. The extra weight translates 
into stability, especially in windy conditions 
or on busy sets. Among steel stands, C-
stands (short for “century stands”) 
are the industry standard for 
flexibility and strength. A C-
stand itself consists of a 
heavy, wide base for 
stability and a tall steel 
column. On its own, it’s just the 
stand — but it’s often sold as a kit with 
a grip head and a 40″ (1 m) grip arm. 

The grip head is the clamping 
mechanism: it can hold the grip 
arm in place or secure other 
accessories directly, such as 
flags, baby pins for mounting 
lights, or scrims. The grip arm 
extends your reach, letting you boom a light, 
flag, or modifier away from the stand. For 
even greater reach, dedicated boom arms 
can extend 6 feet or more. 

A critical safety rule is how you orient the 
grip arm. When you stand facing the grip 
head with its handle pointing toward you, the 
payload should be on your right in this 
position. You can see an example of this 
below. This way the weight creates a “right 
tight” force, so the grip head tightens under 
load instead of loosening. If the payload is on 
the left, gravity will work the head loose, and 
eventually the arm — and whatever is on it — 
will fall. 

The arm should always extend over the 
largest leg of the stand, with a sandbag 

placed on that same leg. A sandbag is a 
heavy canvas bag filled with sand, rocks, or 
other dense material. It rests on the leg of a 
stand to add stability and prevent tipping, 

whether you’re working indoors or 
outdoors. The bag must rest fully on 
the stand’s leg so its weight 
transfers into the stand, not the 
floor. Sandbags can and should be 
used on any stand you want to 

keep safe — not just C-stands. 

The key is to match your support to your 
lighting setup. A small speedlight with a 

small umbrella will sit happily on a 
lightweight aluminum stand, while a large 
strobe with a large softbox would be more 
secure atop a heavy-duty steel stand or C-

stand. Err on the side of over-supporting 
your gear — a stand tipping over can 

destroy expensive equipment or 
injure someone on set. 

CLOSING 
THOUGHTS ON 

LIGHTING TOOLS & 
TECHNOLOGIES 

Mastering light starts with understanding the 
tools at your disposal. From the source itself, 
to the modifiers that shape it, to the stands 
and accessories that hold and control it, 
each piece of gear plays a role in shaping the 
final image. But gear alone doesn’t make 
great lighting — knowing why and how to 
use it is what transforms a setup from 
functional to inspired. In the next chapter, 
we’ll step away from the hardware and focus 
on the fundamental principles of light 
behavior, so you can make confident, 
creative choices no matter what equipment 
is in your hands. 
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In this setup with Sophia, you can 
spot many of the tools introduced 
in Chapter 3: a 44 cm (17″) beauty 
dish, a light fitted with barn doors, 
two softboxes aimed back toward 
her, a C-stand with a grip arm 
holding the beauty dish, and a 
dedicated boom supporting an 
additional light overhead.
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CHAPTER 2 QUIZ – 
LIGHTING TOOLS & 
TECHNOLOGIES 

1. What is the main advantage of continuous 
lighting over flash? 
A) It is always brighter than flash 
B) It allows you to see the lighting effect in 
real time 
C) It works without electricity 
D) It freezes motion more effectively 

2. Which of the following is not a type of 
flash described in this chapter? 
A) Speedlight 
B) Monolight 
C) Pack-and-head system 
D) Tungsten floodlight 

3. Why have tungsten “hot lights” largely 
fallen out of favor for photography? 
A) They are too inexpensive 
B) They are locked to a warm color balance, 
run hot, and are inefficient 
C) They cannot be used with modifiers 
D) They produce light that is too soft 

4. Which modifier is known for creating a 
balance between hard and soft light, often 
used in fashion and beauty photography? 
A) Octabox 
B) Beauty dish 
C) Snoot 
D) Silver umbrella 

5. What is the primary difference between a 
grid reflector and a standard reflector? 
A) Grids make the light softer 
B) Grids narrow the beam without changing 

hardness 
C) Standard reflectors use silver interiors 
while grids use white 
D) Standard reflectors cannot attach to flash 
units 

6. Which tool is best for projecting sharp, 
patterned light such as simulated window 
blinds? 
A) Optical snoot with a gobo 
B) Silver umbrella 
C) Translucent umbrella 
D) V-flat 

7. V-flats typically have: 
A) Silver on one side, gold on the other 
B) White on one side, black on the other 
C) White on both sides 
D) Black on both sides 

8. What is the purpose of barn doors? 
A) To soften light for portraits 
B) To shape and control light spill 
C) To mount lights on a boom arm 
D) To hold color gels in place 

9. Which accessory is essential for 
preventing a boom stand from tipping over? 
A) Barn doors 
B) Sandbags 
C) V-flats 
D) Grid reflector 

10. A CTO gel is used to: 
A) Cool daylight-balanced light to match 
tungsten 
B) Warm daylight-balanced light to match 
tungsten 
C) Add a neutral white balance to any source 
D) Increase the light’s output 
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Answer Key 

1 — B 
2 — D 
3 — B 
4 — B 
5 — B 
6 — A 
7 — B 
8 — B 
9 — B 

10 — B 
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Chapter 3 

LIGHTING 
FUNDAMENTALS 
& APPLICATION
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In this portrait of Kenny, the light falls on the 
side of his face turned toward the camera—

a style known as broad lighting. In this 
chapter, you’ll learn how to identify and 

create lighting patterns like this, from loop 
to Rembrandt to butterfly, and how each 

choice shapes the mood of a portrait.
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Up to this point, we’ve focused on the 
tools of the trade — your camera, the 
lights, modifiers, and support gear that 

make photography possible. But equipment 
alone doesn’t create beautiful images. The 
real magic comes from understanding how 
light behaves and applying that knowledge 
to shape it with intention. 

In this chapter, we’ll move beyond the gear 
into the principles and techniques that guide 
every lighting decision. We’ll begin by 
breaking down the core behaviors of light — 
direction, softness, falloff, bounce, and color 
— so you can predict how it will interact with 
your subject. From there, we’ll explore 
classic lighting patterns and when to use 
them, discuss catchlights, and introduce 
feathering as a method to fine-tune softness 
and spill. 

Whether you’re working with a single 
window, a speedlight, or a multi-strobe 
studio setup, these concepts will help you 
move from capturing what is infant of you to 
making created decisions that will effect the 
outcome of your images. 

THE CORE PRINCIPLES 
OF LIGHT BEHAVIOR  
1. ANGLE OF INCIDENCE = 
SHADOW SHAPE & TEXTURE 

The first thing to observe about any light is 
where it’s coming from in relation to your 
subject. Light travels in straight lines, and the 
angle at which it strikes a surface — the 
angle of incidence — determines the shape, 
length, and character of the shadows it 
creates. 

A low, raking light will skim across a textured 
surface, emphasizing every bump and 

contour. A light coming from directly in front 
will flatten those same textures, making 
surfaces look smoother. Before worrying 
about softness or color, train yourself to 
notice the path of the light and where it 
creates highlights, shadows, and transitions. 
This awareness is the starting point for all 
lighting decisions. 

2. SIZE = SOFTNESS 

The larger a light source appears to your 
subject, the softer the light will be. The 
smaller it appears, the harder it will be. 

By “soft,” we mean the light creates a gentle, 
gradual transition from the lit areas to the 
shadows. By “hard,” we mean the transition is 
abrupt, creating a more defined shadow 
edge. Soft light produces lower-contrast 
results; hard light produces higher-contrast 
results. Skin will generally look smoother 
under soft light, while hard light tends to 
reveal more texture and imperfections. 

You may have heard this explained as “the 
size of the modifier relative to the subject 
determines the softness.” That sounds like it 
came from a physics professor. The simplest 
way to think about it is this: if the light source 
looks big to your subject, it will be soft; if it 
looks small, it will be hard. 

3. INVERSE SQUARE LAW = 
CONTROLLING FALLOFF, 
EXPOSURE, AND BACKGROUND 
SEPARATION 

The inverse square law describes how light 
intensity decreases as you move farther from 
the source — and the rate of that decrease is 
exponential, not linear. Specifically, when 
you double the distance between a light and 
your subject, the illumination drops to one-
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quarter of its original brightness. Halve the 
distance, and the light becomes four times 
as bright. 

Put in more photography-friendly terms: 
double the distance and the light drops by 2 
stops; halve the distance 
and it becomes 2 stops 
brighter. 

This isn’t just physics trivia — it’s one of the 
most important principles for placing your 
lights. It determines falloff speed and 
background separation: a light placed close 
to your subject will make brightness drop off 
quickly, leaving the background darker and 
more dramatic. Moving it farther away 
reduces falloff, lighting the subject and 
background more evenly for less separation. 
It also determines exposure control without 
power changes: if your strobe is at full power 
and still not bright enough, bring it closer to 
increase exposure. If it’s too bright even at 
minimum power, moving it farther away will 
reduce the output. 
	 	  
Mastering the inverse square law lets you 
solve lighting problems in real time. No other 
single principle will influence more of your 
day-to-day lighting decisions. 

4. BOUNCING REDUCES 
CONTRAST 

Light rarely stops when it hits a surface. If 

Henry lit with a 190 cm (75”)  octabox and scrim. Its 
large size relative to him creates soft light, while the 
V-flat’s white surface reflects light back to reduce 
contrast even further.

Jason lit with a 200 mm (8″) Fresnel. The smaller 
source creates hard light, the angle enhances 
texture and the distance evens exposure between 
subject and background.

Inverse Square Law - Light Intensity Vs. Distance

A strobe close to the backdrop shows how quickly 
light falls off, illustrating the inverse square law.
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that surface is reflective — whether it’s a 
white wall, a ceiling, or even the ground — it 
will bounce light back into the scene. This 
secondary light is usually softer than the 
original and fills in shadows, reducing 
contrast. 

Sometimes this is intentional, such as 
bouncing flash off a ceiling for a flattering fill. 
Other times it’s unintentional, like when a 
white shirt reflects light onto a subject’s face. 
Recognizing where bounce is happening 
allows you to control it — either by using it to 
your advantage or blocking it when you want 
more contrast. 

5. COLOR 
AFFECTS 
MOOD 

Finally, light’s color 
can dramatically 
change the mood 
of an image. Warm 
tones can feel cozy 
or nostalgic, while 
cool tones can 
suggest calm, 
detachment, or 
even tension. Color 
can be created 
naturally (like 
golden-hour sunlight) or intentionally 
through gels, white balance adjustments, or 
mixed light sources. 

Because color works best when layered over 
good control of direction, softness, and 
contrast, it’s the last piece in our 
fundamentals. Once you understand the 
shape and quality of light, you can choose its 
color deliberately — not just to make an 
image look “right,” but to make it feel right. 

LIGHTING PATTERNS 
One of the most useful ways to understand 
lighting patterns is to think of your subject 
standing in the center of a giant clock face, 
with the camera always at 6 o’clock. The 
subject is facing the camera at 6, and the 
main light — also called the key light — is the 
primary light source that defines the overall 
look and shadow pattern on the subject. Its 
“position” is described by its location on the 
clock relative to the subject, not relative to 
the camera. 

The key to patterns is this: they’re defined by 
how the shadows fall on the subject’s face, 
which is determined by the light’s position in 
relation to the face, not where the light sits 
relative to your lens. 

CLASSIC PATTERNS AND THEIR 
CLOCK POSITIONS 

Butterfly Lighting – 
The main light is 
positioned directly in 
front of the subject at 
6 o’clock, raised high 
and angled downward 
toward the face. This 
placement emphasizes facial 
symmetry, highlights 
cheekbones, and produces a 
smooth, even illumination that flatters many 
face shapes. Sometimes referred to as 
Paramount lighting, it is a staple in beauty, 
fashion, and glamour portraits. 

Clamshell Lighting – A variation of butterfly 
lighting that uses a second light or reflector 
below the level of the lens to fill in shadows 
under the chin and eyes. The fill source can 
be positioned very close to the subject (such 

Sydney lit with a blue 
gel, shows how color 
alone can set a moody, 
dramatic tone.
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Haley lit with clamshell lighting, 
a variation of butterfly lighting. 
Here, a beauty dish above 
creates the primary light, while 
a strip softbox below fills in 
shadows under the chin and 
eyes, producing smooth, 
flattering illumination.
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as a reflector just 
below their face) or 
farther back behind 
the camera it’s a 
light. The name 
comes from how 
the setup would look from the side: the main 
light above forms one “half” of the shell, and 
the fill source below forms the other, with the 
camera’s lens at the hinge. This arrangement 
creates exceptionally even, flattering light, 
making it a go-to for beauty, headshots, and 
commercial portraits. 

Loop Lighting 
– The main 
light is moved 
slightly to the 
side — about 5 
o’clock if 
camera right, 
or 7 o’clock if 
camera left — 
and kept just 
above eye level. 
This produces a small nose shadow that 
“loops” down toward the corner of the 
mouth without touching the cheek shadow. 

Rembrandt 
Lighting – 
With the light 
at roughly 4 
o’clock or 8 
o’clock, and 
positioned 
high, the 
shadow of the 
nose connects 
with the far cheek shadow, leaving a 
 small triangle of light under  
the eye on the shadow side of the face. This 
classic pattern adds drama and dimension, 
and works especially well for moodier 
portraits. 
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Split Lighting – The light is placed to the 
subject’s side at 3 o’clock or 9 o’clock, so one 
half of the face is fully lit and the other half is 
in shadow. This creates a striking, high-
contrast effect often used for drama or 
character portraits. But its not something I 
can recall doing intentionally. 

Short Lighting – This is not about clock 
position, but about the relationship between 
the subject’s face and the light. Here, the 
subject’s face is angled toward the light so it 
falls only on the narrow portion of the face. 
Think of the light at 9 o’clock and the face 
angled toward 7 o’clock. This style is 
slimming and often more dramatic. 
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Broad Lighting – The opposite of short 
lighting. The subject’s face is turned away 
from the light, so the side facing the camera 
is fully lit — often from the tip of the nose to 
the back of the ear. Broad lighting can make 
a face appear wider and is more often used 
with male subjects. 

Rim Lighting – The light is positioned 
directly behind the subject at 12 o’clock, 
creating a thin edge of light that outlines 
their shape and separates them from the 
background. Rim lighting is often paired 
with other lights to keep the face visible 
while still adding that glowing outline. This 
isn’t really a pattern based on facial 
shadows — it’s about creating a bright 
outline on the subject. 
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Sophia lit with a 44 cm (17″) beauty dish in a 
butterfly lighting setup. The reflection of the 

modifier in her eyes — called a catchlight — not 
only brings life to the portrait but also offers clues 

about the light source. A large octagonal reflection 
usually indicates an octabox, a broad round 

reflection with a hole in the center suggests a 
beauty dish, and a small pinpoint like this one often 

comes from a small beauty dish or  hard reflector.
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OTHER COMMON LIGHTING 
POSITIONS 

While not technically a “pattern,” kicker or 
edge lighting is worth knowing. This is a light 
placed behind and to the side of the subject 
— usually between 10 and 11 o’clock (camera 
left) or 1 and 2 o’clock (camera right) — 
aimed to skim along the subject’s cheek, 
jawline, or hair. Its purpose is to add 
separation and dimensionality, especially 
against darker backgrounds. Sometimes this 
is also called an accent light or a rim light, 
though these terms are often used 
imprecisely and, in my opinion, incorrectly. 

CATCHLIGHTS 
Catchlights are the small reflections of a light 
source visible in a subject’s eyes. They add 
life and sparkle, making the eyes appear 
bright and engaging. Without them, eyes can 
look flat or lifeless, even if the rest of the 
lighting is perfect. 

WHY THEY MATTER 
Our brains are wired to seek out and connect 
with eyes. Catchlights mimic the natural 
reflections we expect to see, increasing a 
subject’s sense of vitality and presence. 

COMMON REASONS FOR MISSING 
CATCHLIGHTS 

• High Position – A key light positioned too 
far above can let the brow ridge block 
reflections. 

• Deep-set eyes – The subject’s bone 
structure can naturally hide reflections. 

• Large eyelashes or heavy lids – These 
can physically block light from reaching 
the surface of the eye. 

HOW TO ADJUST FOR VISIBLE 
CATCHLIGHTS 

Turn on your modeling lamps and stand 
where your camera will be positioned. Lower 
the main light until you can clearly see 
catchlights in the subject’s eyes — while still 
maintaining flattering facial shadows. You 
can also bring the light closer or shift it 
slightly toward the camera’s axis. For deep-
set eyes, a small fill source placed below the 
lens level can help. 

As a rule of thumb, place large catchlights in 
the upper half of the iris for a natural look, 
similar to sunlight reflections in daylight. 
Multiple catchlights from extra lights or 
reflectors can work, but be intentional — too 
many can look unnatural. Some purists argue 
for only one, but in real life, multiple 
catchlights happen often (think of someone 
in a room with several windows), so I don’t 
see it as a problem. 
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FEATHERING 
Feathering simply means pointing your light 
slightly in front of your subject instead of 
directly at them. Most photographers do this 
to control spill and shape light, but there’s a 
common misconception that feathering 
makes the light softer. In reality, feathering 
often makes the light harder because it 
appears smaller to your subject in their field 
of view — and a smaller source creates more 
defined shadows. 

The real benefits of feathering are increased 
dimensionality and precise control over 
background brightness. By rotating the light 
just a few degrees, you can make the 
background darker or lighter without moving 
the subject or stand. Pointing the light in 
front of the subject (so the edge of the beam 
illuminates them) reduces spill onto the 
background and increases modeling across 
the body or face, adding more shape and 
depth. Less commonly, you can feather 
toward the background to make it brighter 
while still keeping your subject lit. 

A useful placement guideline I call “being in 
the L” can help you position your light for 
even coverage. Imagine your softbox coming 
from camera left, with the bottom edge 
aligned to your subject’s jawline. Now, 
position the back edge of the softbox (the 
side farthest from the camera) so it’s just in 
front of their face. If you were to draw one 
line along the bottom edge and another 
along that back edge, the two would form an 
“L” (as seen from the far left of the set), with 
the subject’s face near the corner. This 
placement keeps the distance from the light 
to both the near and far sides of their face 
similar, resulting in more even illumination 
from cheek to cheek. 

Feathering 
works best 
with softboxes. 
However, 
attaching a 
fabric grid to a 
softbox greatly 
reduces — and 
in many cases 
eliminates — 
your ability to 
feather, since the 
grid forces the light into a 
narrow beam. Beauty 
dishes generally aren’t 
ideal for feathering because when you aim 
them in front of the subject, they will likely 
see the bare flash tube, creating harsh 
specular light. 

The takeaway: feathering isn’t about softness 
— it’s about control. Use it to sculpt your 
subject, shape your background tone, and 
add dimension without changing your entire 
lighting setup. 

BUILDING THE 
FOUNDATION FOR 
CREATIVITY 
In this chapter, we explored how light 
behaves and how those behaviors shape 
your images. We covered the impact of 
direction, size, distance, bounce, and color, 
and examined classic lighting patterns that 
define mood and character. You learned how 
catchlights add life to the eyes and how 
feathering can refine an image. Together, 
these principles form the framework for 
making intentional lighting choices in any 
setting. In the chapters ahead, we’ll bring 
this knowledge together with the gear and 
techniques from earlier chapters to create 
complete, purposeful lighting setups. 
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Oneka lit with a 120 cm (48″) 16-sided Elinchrom 
Litemotiv deep softbox. The light was feathered in 

front of her, so the edge of the beam sculpted her 
body while keeping the background darker. A second 

softbox placed behind her on camera left added 
separation from the background. Feathering doesn’t 

make light softer — it gives you control, letting you 
shape your subject more dramatically and adjust how 

much light reaches the background.



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                             		69

CHAPTER 3 QUIZ – 
LIGHT FUNDAMENTALS 
& APPLICATION 
1. In lighting, the “angle of incidence” 
primarily affects: 
A) White balance accuracy 
B) Shadow shape and texture 
C) The size of the modifier 
D) Color temperature 

2. The larger a light source appears to the 
subject: 
A) The harder the shadows will be 
B) The softer the shadows will be 
C) The higher the contrast will be 
D) The cooler the color temperature will be 

3. In the inverse square law, doubling the 
distance from the light to the subject will: 
A) Reduce brightness by 1 stop 
B) Reduce brightness by 2 stops 
C) Increase brightness by 1 stop 
D) Increase brightness by 2 stops 

4. Which of the following setups will create 
faster falloff from subject to background? 
A) Light very close to the subject 
B) Light very far from the subject 
C) Using a larger modifier 
D) Increasing ISO 

5. Feathering a light means: 
A) Raising the light higher than the subject’s 
head 
B) Pointing the light slightly in front of, rather 
than directly at, the subject 
C) Using a grid on the modifier 
D) Replacing the main light with a fill source 

6. Which lighting pattern is created with the 

main light directly in front at 6 o’clock, high 
and angled down, emphasizing facial 
symmetry? 
A) Loop 
B) Rembrandt 
C) Butterfly 
D) Split 

7. Which lighting pattern results in one side 
of the face lit and the other in shadow, with 
the light at 3 o’clock or 9 o’clock? 
A) Split 
B) Loop 
C) Short 
D) Broad 

8. In short lighting: 
A) The broad side of the face (toward 
camera) is lit 
B) The narrow side of the face (away from 
camera) is lit 
C) The light is always directly above the 
subject 
D) It is only used for male portraits 

9. Catchlights are important because they: 
A) Indicate the correct white balance was 
used 
B) Add sparkle and life to the eyes 
C) Prevent overexposure 
D) Ensure the background is bright enough 

10. In the “Being in the L” placement 
guideline, the subject’s face should be 
positioned: 
A) At the back corner of the L shape formed 
by the softbox 
B) Near the corner where the bottom and 
back edges of the softbox align 
C) Directly under the center of the modifier 
D) At the edge of the light’s spill 
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Answer Key 

1 — B 
2 — B 
3 — B 
4 — A 
5 — B 
6 — C 
7 — A 
8 — B 
9 — B 

10 — B
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Chapter 4 

MASTERING 
ONE LIGHT
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Photographed at golden hour in direct sunlight, 
showing how the low, warm sun can create 

dramatic color and long, flattering shadows.
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In the previous chapters, we built a 
foundation of lighting theory — direction, 
quality, color, and the vocabulary for 

describing what light is doing in a scene. 
Now it’s time to take those ideas off the page 
and start applying them in real-world setups. 

We’re beginning this next stage with one 
light. 

If you can create compelling, dimensional, 
and flattering portraits with a single light, 
every additional light you add later will be 
easier to place and control. One light forces 
you to make deliberate choices: 
• Where should the shadows fall? 
• How will the light shape the subject’s 

features? 
• How can you balance your subject 

against the background? 

This chapter is about practical control: 
positioning, balancing with ambient light, 
using modifiers, and troubleshooting 
common challenges. We’ll start with natural 
light so you can recognize how to read and 
work with what’s already there, then we’ll 
move to controlled one-light setups outdoors 
and indoors. 

By the end of this chapter, you’ll not only be 
able to create a polished, professional image 
with one light — you’ll also understand how 
to make that light look natural, dramatic, or 
anywhere in between. 

NATURAL LIGHT BASICS 
Before you even touch a strobe or 
speedlight, it’s worth learning how to read 
and shape natural light. Many of the world’s 
most iconic photographs — from 
photojournalism to fine art portraiture — 
were made with nothing but sunlight and 
some form of light control. 

DIRECTION 

The direction from which light strikes your 
subject is one of the strongest factors in 
shaping the image’s mood and sense of 
depth. Light coming from the side carves out 
form and texture, giving a three-dimensional 
feel. Light from directly in front smooths and 
flattens features, reducing shadows and 
contrast. Light from behind creates a 
glowing, rim-lit effect that can feel airy, 
dramatic, or mysterious, depending on how 
it’s balanced with fill. 

While we talked about using a single light in 
the last chapter to create lighting patterns, 
where you position your subject in relation to 
the light source determines the lighting 
pattern when you’re working with natural 
light. Rembrandt, for example, created his 
signature look by turning subjects toward a 
window at just the right angle. 

If you place your subject just inside the 
shadow of an awning or doorway, with one 
side of their body toward the open sky and 
the other side toward the building, you’ll see 
a strong, clean sidelight. The building blocks 
the overhead light and the light from one 
side, creating more defined shadows — this 
concept is called subtractive lighting. 

Subtractive lighting works by blocking light 
from entering the shadow side of the 
subject. You may have heard this principle 
called negative fill when the photographer 
uses the black side of V-flats, flags, or black 
foam core indoors. A black surface doesn’t 
“suck” light out of the shadows — it simply 
prevents light from bouncing into them. In a 
white-walled room, for instance, reflected 
light naturally fills in the shadows, lowering 
contrast. Placing the black side of a V-flat 
beside your subject on the shadow side 
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stops that reflected light from reaching 
them, preserving or deepening the shadows 
and adding contrast. In an environment with 
no ambient or reflected light (say, a dark field 
at night), adding a black card on the shadow 
side will have no effect, because there’s no 
reflected light there to block. 

QUALITY 

Hard light comes from a small or direct 
source — think direct midday sun. It casts 
strong shadows with crisp edges, 
exaggerating texture and contrast. Soft light 
comes from a larger or diffused source — 
think cloudy days or sunlight through a sheer 
curtain. It smooths textures and wraps 

around the subject, creating gradual shadow 
transitions. 

WINDOW LIGHT 

Windows are one of the most versatile 
natural light sources you can use. You can 
create every lighting pattern — butterfly, 
loop, Rembrandt, split — simply by changing 
your subject’s position relative to the 
window. 

A common myth is that north-facing 
windows (in the northern hemisphere) never 
receive direct sunlight. In reality, while they 
often provide soft, indirect light for much of 
the year, during summer months the sun’s 

This image of Matthew was lit entirely by direct sunlight 
late in the day, using the low angle of the sun to carve out 
his form and cast a dramatic shadow on the wall.
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path shifts far enough north that direct light 
can enter, especially at sunrise and sunset. 
This is even more pronounced the farther 
north you live. East- or west-facing windows 
can produce dramatic, hard light as the sun 
rises or sets on a cloudless day, while south-
facing windows in the northern hemisphere 
offer more consistent, direct light throughout 
the day. 

READING AMBIENT LIGHT FOR FILL 
AND SEPARATION 

Even without flash, learn to notice how light 
bounces around a space. Is the floor 
bouncing warm tones onto your subject’s 
chin? Are white walls filling in shadows you 
might want to keep? Once you identify 
unwanted fill, tools like the black side of a V-
flat can block it — while the white side can 
be used to add fill where needed. 

SIMPLE CONTROL TOOLS 

Once you understand where light is coming 
from and how its direction shapes your 
subject, the next step is learning how to 
control it — even without adding an artificial 
light. Three simple categories of tools can 
give you a surprising amount of control over 
natural light: 
• Reflectors / V-Flats (white side) – 

Bounce light into the shadows to reduce 
contrast. White gives a soft, neutral fill; 
silver is brighter and adds contrast; gold 
adds warmth. 

• Diffusion – Sheer fabric, translucent 
panels, or scrims placed between the 
light source and subject soften harsh 
sunlight and reduce contrast. 

• Flags / Negative Fill – Opaque black 
surfaces (foam core, black reflectors, the 
black side of V-flats, fabric) block light 
from reaching certain areas. This includes 

subtractive lighting, where you block light 
from entering the shadow side to 
increase contrast. Indoors, this is 
especially powerful in bright, reflective 
rooms where light would otherwise 
bounce in from walls or ceilings. 

This comparison demonstrates that “natural 
light” isn’t inherently better. With the right 
tools and placement, you can replicate its 
look and improve technical quality, all while 
avoiding the timing, weather, and exposure 

I lit this portrait of Danny indoors in 2010 using 
window light from camera right, bounced back with 
a rectangular silver reflector on camera left. At the 
time, this was one of my go-to techniques for 
shaping shallow depth of field portraits. Exposure: 
1/160 second, f/2, ISO 100.
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Lit entirely by a west-facing window on 
a partly cloudy afternoon. Exposure: 
Canon EOS R5 Mark II, RF 28–70 mm f/
2L USM @ 58 mm, 1/200 second, f/2, 
ISO 2500. The dim ambient light 
required a wide-open aperture and high 
ISO, which reduced depth of field and 
introduced noise.
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Lit with an Elinchrom Litemotiv 120 cm 
softbox positioned to take up the same 
portion of the model’s field of view as 
the window. Exposure: Canon EOS R5 
Mark II, RF 28–70 mm f/2L USM @ 56 
mm, 1/200 second, f/8, ISO 500. Using 
flash allowed me to set the exact 
exposure I wanted, giving a much 
greater depth of field, lower ISO, and a 
sharper, cleaner image — while still 
matching the direction and character 
of the window light.
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compromises that often come with relying 
solely on the sun. 

ONE-FLASH OUTDOORS 
When we shoot outdoors with flash, we’re 
balancing it against the sun. Continuous 
lights generally aren’t powerful enough for 
bright conditions. One of the easiest, most 
flattering approaches for photographers is to 
place the sun behind the subject. This 
creates a simple, elegant setup where the 
environment becomes part of your lighting 
setup. 

WHY BACKLIGHT WORKS SO WELL 

Backlighting works so well because the sun 
naturally acts as a hair light and rim light, 
giving your subject separation from the 
background. At the same time, it can provide 
a touch of natural fill, especially if there are 
reflective surfaces nearby such as grass, 
sand, or building walls. With the sun behind 
your subject, your flash becomes the key 
light on their face, allowing you full control 
over how they’re lit without the harsh, 
unflattering shadows that direct sunlight 
often creates. This simple setup also 
introduces the basic principles of three-point 
lighting — key, fill, and rim — which we’ll 
explore more deeply in the next chapter. 

POSITIONING 
When shooting backlit, keep the sun just out 
of frame or directly behind the subject’s head 
or shoulders to avoid unintended lens flare — 
or use a lens hood if you want to minimize it 
further. 

Place your flash slightly above and angled 
toward the subject’s face — similar to 
Rembrandt or loop lighting — but orient it so 

it points generally toward the sun’s position 
in the sky. This way, the flash mimics the look 
of sunlight reflecting off a surface just out of 
frame, creating a more natural, believable 
light direction. 

In general, you’ll want to use a softbox for 
softer, more flattering light. A hard reflector 
is a good choice and an umbrella can work 
as well, but they can be a safety hazard 
outdoors. Large modifiers — especially 
umbrellas or any that are open on one side — 
can catch wind easily, so always secure your 
stand with sandbags or have an assistant 
hold it to prevent accidents. 

BALANCING AMBIENT AND FLASH 

When shooting outdoors, I start by deciding 
on my aperture — this sets the depth of field 

Chaz photographed outdoors with the sun behind 
him at 1/250 second, f/8, ISO 200 — the maximum 
sync speed of the camera. The backlight from the 
sun creates separation, while flash from the front 
lights his face and body. This setup shows how you 
can balance natural edge  lighting with a strobe at 
standard sync speeds.
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and has the biggest impact on how much of 
my subject and background will be in focus. 
For a single subject portrait, I might choose 
something wide like f/2 to get a creamy, 
blurred background. For a group, I’ll stop 
down to f/5.6 or f/8 so everyone’s sharp. 

Once I’ve chosen my aperture, I set my ISO as 
low as possible — usually ISO 100 — to 
preserve image quality. Then I adjust my 
shutter speed to correctly expose the 
background for the ambient light. 

At this point, you face a choice: stay at or 
below your camera’s maximum sync speed 
and fire a single, efficient flash burst, or switch 
to High-Speed Sync (HSS) for faster shutter 
speeds. 

NEUTRAL DENSITY FILTERS (ND) – 
STAYING BELOW SYNC SPEED 

In chapter 1, we went over how every camera 
has a maximum flash sync speed — often 
around 1/200 to 1/250 sec — which is the 
fastest shutter speed at which the camera can 
fully expose the sensor while the flash fires in 
a single bright efficient burst (some electronic 
shutters can sync slightly faster). 

If you want a wide aperture (like f/2) in bright 
daylight while staying at or below your sync 
speed, even at the lowest ISO possible, the 
ambient light will often be far too strong, 
blowing out your background. A Neutral 
Density (ND filter, which comes in different 
strengths, solves this by acting like sunglasses 
for your lens, cutting down incoming light — 
both ambient and flash — so you can use your 

Pre lit with two flashes and natural light on Lake 
Michigan in 2013. Exposure: 1/125 second, f/4.5, 

ISO 100 with a 59 mm lens. To achieve shallow 
depth of field in bright daylight while staying below 
the camera’s maximum sync speed, I used a Neutral 

Density (ND) filter rather than High-Speed Sync. 
This cut the ambient light, allowing me to balance 

flash with the scene while keeping the wide 
aperture for subject isolation.
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desired aperture and sync speed without 
overexposing. The higher the filter’s strength 
(measured in stops), the more light it blocks 
— a 3-stop ND cuts less light than a 6-stop 
ND, so you’ll choose based on how bright 
your environment is and how much you want 
to open your aperture. 

For example: without an ND filter, your 
exposure might need to be 1/200 second, f/
11, ISO 100 on a sunny day. By adding an ND 
filter, you can keep the same shutter speed 
and ISO but open up to f/1.4 for shallow 
depth of field while still keeping the exposure 
balanced — that’s a 6-stop light reduction, 
which would require an ND64 filter if you’re 
using a fixed type. Variable ND filters offer 
more flexibility, allowing you to dial in 
different strengths (for example, 2–5 stops or 
3–6 stops) without swapping filters, which 
can be especially handy when light 
conditions are changing quickly. 

This lets your flash fire one big, efficient 
burst, making the most of its power. Just be 
aware that cheaper ND filters can cause a 
color shift, often towards magenta, which 

may require correction in post. 

Understanding Filter Factors 

ND filters are often labeled by their optical 
density (e.g., 0.9) or by filter factor (e.g., 
ND8). Each doubling of the filter factor 
reduces light by one additional stop. For 
example: 
• ND2 = 1 stop 
• ND4 = 2 stops 
• ND8 = 3 stops 

Use this table (above) to match common ND 
labels with their corresponding f-stop 
reductions. 

HIGH-SPEED SYNC (HSS) – GOING 
ABOVE SYNC SPEED 

If you don’t want to use an ND filter, which 
used to be the standard, or you want to use 
fast shutter speeds to freeze motion 
outdoors, the other option is High-Speed 
Sync, which is a newer technology. As we 
covered in Chapter 1, above your camera’s 
sync speed the shutter no longer opens all at 

ND Filter Strengths and Their Equivalent F-Stop Reductions

Starting Aperture Target Aperture Stop Difference Filter Factor / ND 
Label

f/11 f/8 1 stop ND2 (0.3)

f/11 f/5.6 2 stops ND4 (0.6)

f/11 f/4 3 stops ND8 (0.9)

f/11 f/2.8 4 stops ND16 (1.2)

f/11 f/2 5 stops ND32 (1.5)

f/11 f/1.4 6 stops ND64 (1.8)

f/11 f/1.0 7 stops ND128 (2.1)

f/11 f/0.7 8 stops ND256 (2.4)
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once — instead, a narrow slit travels across 
the sensor. A single flash burst would only 
light part of the frame, leaving one side 
black. 

HSS changes that: instead of firing one 
bright flash, your flash fires a rapid series of 
dimmer pulses — like a strobe light — over 
the short period it takes the narrow slit of the 
shutter to travel across the sensor. This keeps 
the exposure even across the whole frame. 

Here’s the catch: the total “flash-on” time in 
HSS is relatively fixed, whether you’re 
shooting at 1/500 second or 1/8000 second. 
The faster your shutter speed, the fewer of 
those pulses actually make it into the 
exposure — meaning less total light hits your 

subject. That’s why with HSS you often need 
to: 
• Keep your light close to the subject 
• Use maximum flash power 
• Or upgrade to a more powerful flash 

HSS is incredibly useful for balancing bright 
backgrounds and wide apertures without 
filters, but ND filters are often more efficient 
because they require less flash power to 
expose the shot. That translates to faster 
recycle times and more shots per battery 
charge compared to HSS. That’s why many 
photographers may prefer ND filters when 
they need maximum flash punch, especially 
in very bright conditions. 

Not all flashes support High-Speed Sync. 

In this behind-the-scenes photo 
of the image that opens this 

chapter, the model is running out 
of Lake Michigan at sunrise. The 

rising sun on camera right creates 
natural separation from the 

background, while a 100 cm (39″) 
deep octabox on camera left 

lights his face and body from the 
front. Exposure: 1/5000 second, 

f/2, ISO 400. This setup combines 
backlighting for depth with flash 

in High-Speed Sync, balancing 
the bright sky while maintaining a 

shallow depth of field.
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This portrait of Kasan was shot backlit by the 
setting sun, creating natural separation from the 

background. A flash with a large hard reflector lit 
his face and body from the front. Using TTL with 

High-Speed Sync at 1/3200 second, f/2, ISO 100 
allowed me to maintain shallow depth of field 

while balancing the bright backlight during a fast-
paced fashion shoot. With both the light and the 

model constantly changing locations as I changed 
compositions to capture variety before sunset, 
TTL automatically adjusted flash output in real 

time — making it an invaluable tool when working 
outdoors in changing conditions.
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Many inexpensive or older studio strobes can 
only fire in normal sync mode, meaning you’ll 
need to rely on ND filters instead. If HSS is 
important to you, make sure both your flash 
and your trigger are designed to support it 
with your specific camera system. 

WHAT ABOUT GLOBAL SHUTTERS? 

So far, we’ve been talking about traditional 
focal-plane shutters — the kind with two 
moving curtains that create the need for a 
maximum sync speed — as well as electronic 
shutters, which work without moving parts 
but still have a similar sync limit. 

Global shutters work differently: they expose 
the entire sensor at the same instant. This 
means you can, in theory, use any shutter 
speed with a single traditional flash burst and 
never see the dreaded black bar across your 
frame. 

However, there are some important caveats: 
• Flash duration still matters – If your flash’s 

pulse is longer than your shutter speed, 
you may lose part of the exposure. We’ll 
cover flash duration in detail in Chapter 6. 

• Lower dynamic range – Many global 
shutter designs trade a bit of dynamic 
range for speed, meaning they may 
capture less detail in the deepest 
shadows and brightest highlights 
compared to traditional sensors. 

• Rarity – Global shutters are still 
uncommon, typically found in high-end 
cinema cameras or a few specialized still 
cameras. 

If you own a camera with a global shutter, 
you can often skip the whole HSS vs. ND 
filter decision — but you’ll still need to 
manage flash power and duration carefully to 
match your exposure. 

USING TTL 

TTL (Through-The-Lens) metering lets your 
camera and flash work together to 
automatically set flash power for a balanced 
exposure. The technology began with 
speedlights but is now available in many 
modern monolights — as long as you pair 
them with compatible TTL-capable triggers, 
typically from the same brand, so they can 
communicate properly with your camera. 
The camera measures the light coming 
through the lens in real time with it’s meter 
and adjusts flash output on the fly, which can 
be a lifesaver when your subject or 
background light changes quickly, such as 
during events or when working on the move 
with a model. Just remember that TTL can 
sometimes be fooled by very bright or dark 
backgrounds, so always check your results 
and use flash exposure compensation if 
needed. For controlled situations, especially 
in the studio, I still prefer manual flash for 
consistency — but TTL is an excellent option 
when speed and adaptability matter most. 

Just like HSS, not every flash can do TTL. It 
requires both a TTL-capable light and a 
compatible trigger designed for your camera 
brand. Many older or budget friendly lights 
are manual-only, so always check the 
specifications before relying on TTL 
outdoors. 

REFLECTOR ALTERNATIVE 

If you don’t have a flash, you can still create a 
strong backlit setup using a reflector as your 
main light. Position it above and angled 
down toward your subject’s face so it mimics 
the way sunlight naturally bounces from 
above. Avoid holding it low — that 
“underlighting” look is rarely flattering. I used 
to shoot like this all the time, and I constantly 
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had to remind my assistants to hold the 
reflector above their head for the most 
natural, flattering light. 

FRONT-LIT? 

Backlighting isn’t your only option. You can 
also shoot front-lit scenes by placing the sun 
behind you and adding flash to soften 
shadows and reduce contrast. Another 
approach is to place your subject in open 
shade while keeping the background sunlit, 
then use flash from roughly the same 
direction as the sun to brighten your subject 

while maintaining a natural look. Each 
method creates a different mood and can be 
tailored to your desired style — but for my 
work, I almost always prefer backlighting 
over these alternatives. 

COMMON OUTDOOR ONE-LIGHT 
MISTAKES 

• Using too little flash power so the subject 
looks dim against a bright background. 

• ignoring color casts from the ground — 
grass reflects green, sand reflects warm 
tones, concrete is neutral. You can 
reposition, use a reflector to counteract 
unwanted tints or try to fix it in post. 

• Forgetting about wind hazards. Large 
modifiers, especially umbrellas, can catch 
wind like sails — always secure stands 
with sandbags or have an assistant hold 
them. 

ONE LIGHT INDOORS 
The same principles we explored with natural 
light work just as well indoors—often even 
more predictably, since here you have 
complete control. With flash indoors, you’re 
not fighting shifting sunlight or changing 
weather. You choose where the light comes 
from, how soft or hard it is, and how it 
interacts with the space. With one well-
placed light and a bit of shaping, you can 
create portraits that feel polished, 
intentional, and dimensional in almost any 
room. 

Before diving into the specific setups, it’s 
worth pausing to talk about how we think 
about exposure when working with flash 
indoors. First, set your shutter speed—
indoors with flash, that will usually be your 
sync speed (for many cameras, that’s around 
1/200 second). Next, choose your aperture 

Dustin, photographed outdoors in 2009 using 
sunlight and a silver reflector. The reflector filled his 
face and torso while the sun created a rim light from 
behind. Exposure: 1/8000 second, f/1.2, ISO 100, 
50mm. At the time, this was the go-to method for 
shooting wide open in bright daylight—well before 
battery strobes became common.
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based on the depth of field you want. A 
tighter aperture like f/8 or f/11 will give more 
depth of field but require more light, while a 
wider aperture like f/4 will give less depth but 
allow you to use less flash power. ISO is 
usually kept low to preserve image quality, 
but you may need to raise it if your light, with 
its chosen modifier at the distance you’re 
using, can’t produce enough light for your 
chosen f-stop. 

It’s also important to understand that the way 
flash power is displayed varies from brand to 
brand. Companies like Profoto and Elinchrom 
display power in whole numbers, where one 
full number represents one stop of light, and 
0.1 equals a tenth of a stop. Others, like 
Godox and many speedlights, display 
fractions—quarter power, eighth power, and 
so on. These numbers reflect power 
consumption, not the actual light output, 
which can vary greatly depending on the 
light’s total watt-seconds, its distance from 
the subject (remember our earlier discussion 
of the inverse square law), and the type of 
modifier you’re using. Even two umbrellas 
from different brands can transmit very 
different amounts of light. That’s why simply 
telling you that a light was set to “one quarter 
power” is incomplete information unless you 
also know the watt-seconds of that light, the 
exact distance to the subject and exact 
modifier. 

The most actionable measurement is the one 
you take with a light meter placed at the 
subject’s position. That gives you a reading 
of the actual light falling on your subject. 
We’ll go deeper into using a light meter when 
we get to multi-light setups in Chapter 6, but 
for now, the practical approach is simple: 
adjust the flash power and/or the ISO up or 
down until you get the exposure you want for 
the shutter speed and aperture you’ve 
already chosen. 

With that foundation in place, let’s explore 
three one-light indoor setups—each teaching 
a different principle and giving you a starting 
point you can adapt to your own style and 
space. 

PARAMOUNT LIGHTING INDOORS 
 
In the lighting patterns section earlier in the 
book, we looked at Butterfly lighting—also 
called Paramount lighting—named for its use 
in classic Hollywood portraits from the 1930s 
and 40s. Indoors, it’s as effective today as it 
was then, and just as elegant. The light is 
placed directly in front of the subject, high 
enough to create a small shadow under the 
nose, aimed toward the center of the face at 
about a 45-degree angle. To do this without 
the light stand blocking your camera, mount 
the light on a boom arm so it can “float” 
above your lens. 

The beauty of Paramount lighting lies in its 
symmetry and flattering coverage. At the 
right height and angle, it lights the face 
evenly while still creating enough contour for 
depth. The 45-degree tilt is important (but 
not a hard rule)—too steep and you lose the 
catchlights entirely, leaving the eyes flat and 
lifeless; too shallow and the nose shadow 
disappears, breaking the pattern. 

Distance plays a major role in the look. When 
the light is very close, the falloff on the body 
is abrupt, the light is soft, and the 
background quickly drops to darkness. This 
creates a spotlight-like separation. Move the 
light farther back and the apparent hardness 
increases—the face, torso, and background 
all receive more even illumination, and the 
background will appear brighter. This is not 
just about softness versus hardness—it’s the 
Inverse Square Law at work, describing how 
quickly the light fades across space and how 
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that changes the relationship between 
subject and background entirely. 

For the example image here, the light was 
placed 1m (three feet) from the subject, 
slightly above eye level, with a 70cm (27 “) 
octabox centered on the face. The boom arm 
allowed for a centered catchlight in the eyes 
and an uninterrupted shooting position. 
Camera settings were 1/200 second, f/8, ISO 
100, using an 85 mm lens. The chosen 
aperture gave enough depth of field to keep 
the subject’s features sharp while 
maintaining background softness. The flash 
power was adjusted until a light meter at the 
subject read f/8, confirming the correct 
exposure. 
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HARD LIGHT WITH FLAG AND GRID 
ON A RED BACKGROUND 

In Chapter 2, we discussed how more light 
bouncing around a room reduces contrast. 
This setup is a practical demonstration of 
that concept—using a grid to keep the light 
from spilling onto nearby surfaces, and a flag 
to shape the shadows with precision. The 
goal was to create a strong shadow across 
the top of the crimson background while 
keeping the lower half bright. 

We began with a small reflector fitted with a 
grid. The grid narrowed the beam, reducing 
spill to the walls, ceiling, and floor, which in 
turn kept the shadows deep. Without it, the 
light would have bounced off those surfaces, 
softening the shadows and reducing 
contrast. The flag—a simple piece of black 
foam board—was positioned between the 
light and background so that its shadow 
would fall behind the model’s head. Here’s 
where shadow edge control comes in: when 
the flag is closer to the subject and farther 
from the light, the shadow it casts has a 
sharp, abrupt edge. When it’s closer to the 
light, the edge softens. For this shot, I moved 
the flag away from the light and closer to the 
subject to make the shadow as crisp as 
possible. Because the area behind her head 
fell into the deep shadow created by the flag, 
her lighter red hair provided natural 
separation. With dark hair, those tones would 
have blended into the shadow, and we would 
have needed to adjust the flag position, her 
pose, or add another light to preserve that 
separation. 

This shot was captured at 1/200 second, f/
6.3, ISO 200, with a zoom lens set to 50 mm. 
The light was positioned above the subject’s 
eye level and angled downward toward her 
face, with the flag just outside the frame. 

Power was adjusted until the exposure 
matched the settings I’d chosen—if you don’t 
have a light meter, simply raise or lower the 
light’s output and test until you get the 
brightness you want. 

In Chapter 6, we’ll explore how to freeze 
motion with flash, but for now, the key 
takeaway from this setup is how limiting spill 
and carefully placing a flag can create deep, 
deliberate shadows and crisp separation. 

 A gridded reflector narrows the beam onto Colleen 
while a black foam-board flag blocks part of the 
light, casting a deliberate shadow across the 
crimson background. This setup demonstrates how 
grids and flags work together to control contrast 
and shape shadows with precision.
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SPOTLIGHT WITH AN OPTICAL 
SNOOT 

An optical snoot is one of the most precise 
lighting tools you can use indoors. It works 
like a stage spotlight, projecting a sharply 
defined circle or pattern onto your subject or 
background. This makes it ideal for theatrical 
portraits, creative editorial work, or anywhere 
you want to isolate your subject in a beam of 
light. 

In practice, the challenge lies in positioning. 
Because the beam is so narrow, even a small 
change in angle can shift the circle away 
from the intended spot. Hard light is 
unforgiving, so deliberate placement is 
critical. This type of lighting often translates 
beautifully to black and white, where texture 
and shadow take on extra prominence. 

THE NEXT LEVEL 
Mastering one light isn’t just a technical skill 
— it’s the bedrock of everything you’ll do 
with more complex setups. When you can 
control shadows, balance your subject with 
the environment, and make intentional 
choices about light quality and direction, 
you’re not just lighting — you’re shaping the 
image. These instincts will serve you no 
matter how many lights you add. 

In the next chapter, we’ll build on this 
foundation by introducing a second light and 
exploring lighting ratios — tools that let you 
create more depth, drama, and precision in 
your work. 
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This portrait was lit with an optical snoot, aimed so 
the edge of the circle framed the body. Exposure: 
1/200 second, f/4, ISO 400, 85 mm. The narrow 
beam created precise shadows and strong 
contrast, showing why snoots are especially 
powerful in black and white.
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CHAPTER 4 QUIZ– 
MASTERING ONE LIGHT 
1. In natural light photography, what does 
“subtractive lighting” do? 
A. Adds extra light to the shadows using a 
reflector 
B. Blocks light from filling in shadows, 
increasing contrast 
C. Increases background brightness by 
bouncing light 
D. Softens shadows by diffusing light 

2. Which of the following is NOT a common 
characteristic of hard light? 
A. Crisp-edged shadows 
B. Exaggerated texture 
C. Gradual shadow transitions 
D. Higher perceived contrast 

3. What’s the main purpose of placing the 
sun behind your subject in a one-light 
outdoor setup? 
A. To reduce lens flare 
B. To use the sun as a natural rim/hair light 
C. To make the flash look less noticeable 
D. To increase background exposure 

4. If you want to shoot at f/2 in bright 
daylight without exceeding your sync speed, 
what tool is most helpful? 
A. Optical snoot 
B. Variable ND filter 
C. TTL metering 
D. Grid 

5. In High-Speed Sync (HSS), why does the 
flash need to be close to the subject? 
A. HSS produces more light than normal 
sync 
B. The flash output is lower because it fires 
many weaker pulses instead of one strong 
burst 
C. The shutter stays open longer than normal 

sync speed 
D. The light becomes harder when placed 
close 

6. In Paramount lighting, what happens if the 
light is placed too high and angled too far 
downward? 
A. You lose the nose shadow entirely 
B. You lose catchlights, making eyes look dull 
C. The light becomes too hard 
D. The background becomes brighter 

7. In the hard light with flag and grid setup, 
what was the primary role of the flag? 
A. Narrow the beam to avoid spill 
B. Block light to create a deliberate shadow 
shape 
C. Diffuse the light for softer edges 
D. Bounce light into the shadows 

8. What is a common drawback of optical 
snoots? 
A. They create overly soft light 
B. They spill light in all directions 
C. They absorb a significant amount of light, 
requiring higher ISO or wider aperture 
D. They cannot be aimed precisely 

9. When shooting outdoors with a wide 
aperture such as f/2, what effect does this 
have on the background? 
A. It makes the background appear sharper 
and more detailed 
B. It causes the background to blur, drawing 
more attention to the subject 
C. It increases the depth of field so more of 
the scene is in focus 
D. It reduces the amount of light entering the 
lens, darkening the image 

10. When working with flash indoors, what 
should a photographer be mindful of to 
maintain contrast in the image? 
A. The color temperature of the flash head 
B. Light bouncing off walls, ceilings, or other 
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surfaces that can fill in shadows 
C. The focal length of the lens 
D. The refresh rate of the flash between 
shots 

Answer Key 

1 — B 
2 — C 
3 — B 
4 — B 
5 — B 
6 — B 
7 — B 
8 — C 
9 — B 

10 — B
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Chapter 5 

BEYOND ONE LIGHT
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Zach is lit with a large octabox through an 8×8′ scrim as the main 
light from camera right, with a flag reducing the brightness of 

his torso. A strip softbox overhead adds separation as a hair 
light, while a vintage Mole Richardson fresnel, modified with a 

flash and two CTO gels, doubles as set dressing and a warm 
kicker. A Black Pro Mist filter softened highlights for a cinematic 

glow. This portrait exemplifies three-point lighting and 
introduces the concepts explored in this chapter.
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In the last chapter, we explored how to 
shape, place, and control a single light — 
and why mastering that skill gives you a 

foundation for every lighting setup you’ll 
ever build. One light forces you to think 
about shadow placement, subject-to-
background relationships, and how the 
quality of light affects mood. Now, we’re 
going to expand that foundation into multi-
light setups. 

Adding more lights doesn’t just mean “more 
brightness.” It means introducing new roles 
— each light has a job to do, and the way 
those jobs work together defines the mood, 
depth, and polish of your images. This 
chapter will give you a vocabulary for those 
roles, show you how to measure and control 
the relationship between them, and then 
walk you through building the most 
fundamental multi-light configuration in 
photography: the three-point lighting. 

We’ll start with the language of light 
placement — because you can’t direct what 
you can’t name. 

MULTI-LIGHT 
VOCABULARY – 
NAMING AND 
UNDERSTANDING EACH 
ROLE 
When photographers talk about multi-light 
setups, you’ll hear terms like “key,” “fill,” 
“rim,” or “kicker.” Each is shorthand for the 
function of that light in the scene. While the 
exact placement and 
modifier choice can 
vary, the purpose 
stays consistent. 

Key Light – Your 
primary light source. 

This defines the overall exposure and mood. 
It’s often the brightest light in the scene and 
the one whose placement, relative to the 
subject, determines your lighting pattern 
(Rembrandt, loop, Paramount, etc.). 

Fill Light – Reduces 
shadow density 
without overpowering 
the key. Fill doesn’t 
have to come from 
another powered light 
— it can be a V-flat’s 
white side, a reflector, 
or light bounced off a floor, wall or ceiling. 
The goal is to refine the blacks and shadows 
of an image. 

Hair Light – Placed 
above and slightly 
behind the subject 
to add separation 
between hair and 
background. 
Particularly useful 
with dark hair on dark backdrops. Control 
spill carefully to keep the light off the 
forehead and nose. 

Rim Light – Placed 
directly behind the 
subject (or nearly so) 
to outline their 
silhouette with light. A 
rim light creates a 
clean, glowing edge 
around the head, 
shoulders, or entire body. It’s a classic tool 
for separation, especially when the 
background is dark. 

Edge Light – Often used in pairs, with one 
on each side of the set, and aimed from the 
side, usually behind the subject’s shoulder, 
to create a highlight along the edge of the 
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This setup brings together nearly every light role 
in one shot: a small octabox with out the front 

layer of diffusion acts as the main light, with a fill 
source from below to soften shadows. Strip boxes 

on either side serve as kickers, adding edge 
definition. A background light brightens the 

green backdrop, while a boomed softbox 
overhead functions as a hair light — or in this 

case, a “hat” light — to maintain separation from 
the dark cap. A flag also  help keep the light from 

the octa off Jeff’s Torso.



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                             		99

face or body. Edge light 
adds drama, defines 
shape, and helps separate 
the subject from the 
background. It’s often 
placed low enough to skim 
across the subject rather 
than directly above. Hard, 
bright edge lights are common in black-and-
white photography and can also simulate 
sunlight, while softer, subtler versions are 
often used in painterly portraits. Many 
photographers refer to these as kickers, 
some call them accent lights, and a few 
mistakenly use the term rim light — though a 
true rim light is placed directly behind the 
subject. 

Background Light – 
Aimed at the background 
rather than the subject. It 
can be used to brighten 
the background to 
preserve detail and create 
separation from the 
subject, or to add creative effects such as 
patterns, gradients, or dramatic highlights. 

Accent Light – A catch-all term for small, 
targeted lights used to draw attention to 
specific details, such as clothing texture, a 
prop, or part of a set. Be aware that some 
photographers also use “accent light” to 
describe an edge light, though the two are 
not necessarily the same. 

By understanding each light’s job, you can 
place and control it with intention. Whether 
you’re working with two lights or ten, this 
vocabulary keeps your setups purposeful 
rather than cluttered. 

USING A LIGHT METER 
IN MULTI-LIGHT SETUPS 
With a single light, you can often get away 
with adjusting by eye—taking a few test 
shots and nudging the power up or down 
until the exposure looks right. Once you add 
a second, third, or even fourth light, though, 
guessing quickly becomes inefficient. 
Without a consistent way to measure each 
light’s contribution, you risk losing control 
over contrast, balance, and mood. This is 
where the light meter becomes your best 
friend. I use it to get very close to the power 
level I typically want for a light performing its 
role, but that’s just the starting point. The 
final adjustments happen after I see the 
images on screen, because people and 
scenes aren’t uniform. A lighter skin tone 
may need less fill than a darker one. Dark hair 
might require a brighter hair light for 
separation than blonde hair. A background 
could be inherently lighter or darker and 
might need less or more light accordingly. 
The meter gives you precision; your eye 
gives you the nuance. Some photographers 
claim they can do this entirely by eye or by 
measuring RGB values on test images in 
post-production software. While that method 
can work for them, a meter will get most 
photographers to the right place far faster 
and with fewer test shots. 

A handheld light meter—sometimes called a 
flash meter when designed for strobes—tells 
you exactly how much light is falling on your 
subject. In multi-light setups, this precision 
allows you to set specific relationships 
between lights, such as the main-to-fill ratio, 
without endless trial and error. While 
multiple companies produce meters, the 
market leader by a wide margin is Sekonic. 
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The resulting portrait shows how each 
light contributes to the overall polish: 

the main defines shape, the fill 
maintains detail in the shadows, the 

kickers carve out his edges, the 
background light provides depth, and 

the hat light lifts the cap and crown.
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That’s why most examples in this book 
reference their models—but the same 
metering principles apply regardless of 
brand. 

After you’re done creating an image, 
measure the brightness of each light from 
the subject’s position, note the values, and 
keep them for reference. The next time you 
want a similar look, you’ll have a reliable 
starting point instead of building the setup 
from scratch. 

Portrait photographers typically use incident 
metering, where the meter’s white dome is 
placed at the subject’s position and pointed 
toward the light being measured. Incident 
readings are ideal for studio and portrait 
work because they measure the light itself, 
not how the subject reflects it. Reflected 
metering, on the other hand, measures the 
light bouncing off a surface. This is more 
useful in situations where you can’t 
physically get the meter to the subject—such 
as measuring the brightness of a distant 
mountain in a landscape. A spot meter, 
which is simply a reflected meter with a very 
narrow angle of view, lets you isolate those 
readings even more precisely, making it 
invaluable for landscapes, architectural 
details, or any subject where you want to 
protect highlights or shadows in specific 
areas of the frame. 

With natural light (the sun, window light), a 
light meter works in a straightforward way: 
you tell it your shutter speed and ISO, it tells 
you the f-stop you should use. If you want a 
different combination, you adjust the shutter 
speed and ISO until you see a reading that 
suits your needs. In that scenario, the meter 
is telling you how to set your camera. 

Indoors with flash, the process flips. You 
start by deciding the camera settings you 

want—often based on depth of field, or 
ambient light control—then you measure the 
flash output and adjust the light itself until 
the meter reading matches your chosen f-
stop. You don’t meter the flash and then 
change the camera to match; you change 
the flash so the meter reading match the 
camera or the value you want. This 
distinction is one of the most important to 
grasp when moving from natural light to 
controlled studio light. 

Another subtle but critical concept is 
interpreting readings from secondary lights. 
If you measure a main light and get f/8, then 
measure an edge light and get f/4, that does 
not mean the edge light is two stops brighter
—it means it is two stops dimmer. The 
reading tells you what aperture you’d need to 
properly expose the subject if lit only by that 
light while standing near it. Understanding 
this prevents the common mistake of 
thinking a “smaller number” reading means 
“more light.” An edge light that meters two 
stops lower than your main will simply 
produce a faint, painted-on highlight, while 
one that meters the same as the main will 
produce a bold, high-contrast edge. 

There are a variety of meters on the market. 
Entry-level models like the Sekonic L-308 are 
simple, reliable tools—you trigger the flash 
with your camera or a remote, and the meter 
records the result. It reports the f-stop to 
within a tenth of a stop after you’ve entered 
your shutter speed and ISO. For example, if 
the meter reads f/4 and 5/10, but you want 
that light to measure f/8, then you would 
increase the light’s power by 1.5 stops until 
the meter reading matches your target. 

More advanced models like the Sekonic 
L-478 add built-in radio transmitters for 
triggering and measuring specific brands of 
lights and their groups. The flagship L-858 



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                           		102

goes further, with the ability to measure 
high-speed sync and flash duration (covered 
in the next chapter). Whether basic or 
advanced, the principle is the same: in the 
studio, the meter’s job is to tell you how 
much to adjust a light’s power until its 
output matches the level you want for 
that light’s role in the scene—whether 
that’s equal to your camera’s f-stop 
(as with a key light) or brighter/
dimmer for the hair, edge, or 
background lighting. 

The process is straightforward. 
First, decide on your 
camera settings—often 
your maximum sync 
speed (around 1/200 – 
1/250 s), a chosen ISO, 
and your preferred 
working aperture. With 
only the light you’re 
measuring firing, hold the 
meter at the subject’s 
position, point the dome 
toward that light, and take a 
reading. If your main light 
reads f/8 but you want f/5.6, 
reduce its power until the 
meter shows the desired value. 
Then repeat for each additional 
light: fill, hair, background, or 
edge. This is where your group 
assignments matter. You might 
keep the key light in Group 1, fill 
in Group 2, edge in Group 3, and 
hair in Group 4—always the same 
from shoot to shoot so you can work 
instinctively. 

When metering fill, you’re not looking for the 
same value as the key. If the key is f/8, you 
might want your fill at f/4—two stops lower—
so it lightens the shadows without 
overpowering the shape created by the key 

light. Hair and background lights can be set 
similarly, often one to two stops lower than 
the key, unless you want them to pop more 
for a dramatic effect. The point is to measure 
each light’s contribution individually before 

turning them all on together. 

If you don’t have a meter with radio 
triggering, you can still measure 
lights one at a time by shielding the 
dome so it can only see one light, 
turning it inward if your model 
allows, physically turning off other 

lights, or triggering just a 
single group and light 
with your transmitter. 
What matters most is 
that you take the 
reading from the 
subject’s position, 

because light follows the 
inverse square law—

moving the meter even a 
short distance from where 
the subject is standing can 

change the reading 
significantly. 

A light meter won’t give you 
creativity, but it will give you 
consistency. It gets you close 
on the first frame and saves 
valuable time on set—time you 
can spend refining your 
subject’s expression, pose, and 

overall mood instead of 
guessing at dials. It also provides 

hard, repeatable numbers you can rely on 
when you need to recreate a lighting setup 
in a different location or on a different day, 
such as when shooting a series of corporate 
headshots that must match perfectly. With 
consistent metering, your lighting becomes 
a controlled, repeatable process rather than 
a lucky guess. 
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LIGHTING RATIOS – THE 
KEY-TO-FILL 
RELATIONSHIP 
Lighting ratio is simply a way of describing 
the relationship between the brightest side 
of an object and the brightness of the fill 
light. In portraits, this ratio determines how 
much contrast you see between the side of 
the face receiving the most light and the side 
receiving less light. The higher the ratio, the 
darker and more dramatic the shadows will 
appear. The lower the ratio, the flatter and 
softer the lighting becomes. 

In a purely theoretical setup — or in product 
photography — you might be photographing 
a cube with the lights positioned so that their 
beams never overlap. For example, if the 
cube is rotated 45 degrees and the lights are 
placed 90 degrees apart, one light only 
strikes one face of the cube, and the other 
light only strikes the other face. In this 
arrangement, the two lights never combine 
on any single surface. This makes the ratio 
math simpler for demonstration purposes, 
but it’s not how portrait lighting works in 
practice. 

In real portraiture, because of the shape of a 
person’s face and the way we position lights, 
the fill light will almost always strike both 
sides of the face, while the main light strikes 
primarily the key side. That means that the 
“before the colon” number in a lighting ratio 
is the combined brightness of the main plus 
the fill on the key side, and the “after the 
colon” number is the brightness of the fill 
alone on the shadow side. 

If that sounds 
abstract, imagine a 
purely theoretical 
cube setup. Johnny 
has two M&Ms (the 
key light) and Diana 
has one M&M (the fill 
light), but they’re 
standing so far apart 
that their throws 
never hit the same 
face of the cube. 
Johnny’s M&Ms hit one side, Diana’s hit the 
other, and there’s no overlap. In this case, the 
ratio is simply 2:1 because each side is lit 
independently — the bright side gets two 
M&Ms, and the dark side gets one. 

2:1 ratio

CUBE LIGHTING RATIOS – NO OVERLAP

Ratio Main/Key 
Reading

Fill 
Reading

Combined 
(meter 
display)

Set 
Camera 
To

How it looks

1:1 f/8 f/8 N/A f/8 Both faces equally bright; 
completely flat.

2:1 f/8 f/5.6 N/A f/8 One face brighter; gentle contrast.

4:1 f/8 f/4 N/A f/8 One face much brighter; strong, 
distinct contrast.
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Now let’s switch to a portrait scenario. When 
photographing a person, the fill light almost 
always strikes both sides of the face, while 
the main light strikes primarily the key side. 
So if Johnny has two M&Ms (the key light) 
and Diana has one M&M (the fill light), and 
they throw them at Wiley, both of Johnny’s 
land on Wiley’s key side, while Diana’s single 
M&M hits both sides. Wiley gets hit with 
three M&Ms total. The ratio of all the M&Ms 

hitting Wiley to the 
M&Ms from Diana 
alone is 3:1. That’s 
why, in portraiture, 
the “before the 
colon” number 
represents the 
combined 
brightness of the 
main and fill on the 
bright side, while the 
“after the colon” 

number represents 
the fill alone on the darker side. 

When you go to set this up, use your light 
meter to measure the main light alone, then 
the fill light alone, and finally both together 

to get an accurate combined exposure. The 
meter will probably give you the combined 
reading in tenths of a stop, just like in the 
table. Set your camera to the f-stop closest 
to that combined reading. 

For example: if your main/key reads f/8 and 
your fill reads f/5.6, then combined they will 
typically meter f/8 and 5/10. Technically, 
that’s halfway between f/8 and f/11 (f/9.5), but 
you can just use the nearest third-stop 
number, f/9. It’s not that critical. 

Remember, the fill light doesn’t have to be 
another powered light — it could be passive. 
A white wall, a V-flat, a silver reflector, or 
even a ceiling can all provide fill. The main 
difference is control: a powered fill lets you 
dial in exact numbers, while boosting a 
bounced or passive fill can be a little trickier. 
If it’s a V-flat, reflector, or foam board, you 
can just move it closer or swap it for 
something larger or more reflective. You can 
also move the subject closer to a wall to 
increase fill from it — but the wall itself isn’t 
going anywhere. 

Once you get comfortable, you’ll be able to 

3:1 ratio

LAYERED LIGHTING - OVERLAP

Ratio Main/Key 
Reading

Fill 
Reading

Combined 
(meter 
display, 
tenths)

How it looks

1:1 f/8 f/8 f/11 and 
0/10 Very flat; shadows essentially gone.

3:1 f/8 f/5.6 f/8 and 
5/10 Noticeable depth; gentle, natural shadow detail.

5:1 f/8 f/4 f/8 and 
3/10 Dramatic; darker, crisper shadows.

9:1 f/8 f/2.8 f/8 and 
1/10

Very high contrast; deep, pronounced shadows with 
minimal detail on the shadow side.
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choose a ratio to match your creative intent. 
A 1:1 or 2:1 ratio works beautifully for soft, 
flattering headshots. A 3:1 or 4:1 ratio adds 
more drama, depth, and dimensionality. Your 
meter will give you the numbers, but your 
eyes will tell you if the mood is right. 

In practice, my own “rule of thumb” is 
simple: I set my main light to match my 
camera’s aperture (say, f/8) and then set my 
fill two stops lower (f/4). Yes, they technically 
combine on the key side, but at 4:1 the effect 
on the combined reading is so small that it’s 
not worth stressing over. Overlap only starts 
to noticeably affect the reading when your 
fill is within one stop of your main — for 
example, at 3:1, 2:1, or 1:1 ratios. 

THREE-POINT LIGHTING 
Now that we’ve covered ratios and how two 
lights interact, it’s time to add a third light 
into the mix. Three-point lighting is one of 
the most time-tested and versatile setups, a 
staple in both photography and video. The 
name simply means we’re using three 
distinct light sources: a main light (key), a fill 
light, and an edge light. 

The process always starts with the main. Just 
like in our ratio examples, you set the main 
light to match your camera’s working 
aperture. If you’re shooting at f/8, you adjust 
the main until the meter reads f/8 on your 
subject’s face. That’s your foundation — 
everything else will be built in relation to it. 

Next comes the fill. Whether it’s powered or 
passive, you decide its level based on the 
mood you want. For a clean, soft look, you 
might bring the fill within one stop of the 
main. For more drama, you drop it two or 
three stops. The difference now is that your 
fill isn’t just softening the shadow side; it’s 
also creating a baseline of illumination that 

the third light will 
play against. 

That third light is 
the edge light. 
Unlike the main and 
fill, which shape the 
face directly, the 
edge light adds 
separation by 
skimming across the 
subject, usually over one shoulder and on 
the side opposite the main light. Think of 
adding a high light along the hair, neck, 
shoulder, and cheek to pull them forward 
from the background. I usually set my edge 
light about one to two stops lower than the 
main. Too bright, and it will overpower the 
portrait; too dim, and it won’t be noticed. 

In some cases, that third light isn’t an edge 
light at all, but a hair light suspended above 
and slightly behind the subject. This variation 
works especially well for portraits where you 
want to separate the subject from a dark 
background without lighting the shoulders or 
sides too much. A hair light can be boomed 
out over the set and angled down to skim 
across the top of the head and shoulders, 
creating a subtle halo and preserving detail 
in the hair. The same principle applies as 
with an edge light — you’re not trying to add 
a second key, just to define the subject’s 
outline and keep them from visually blending 
into the backdrop. 

Hair lights should be carefully controlled to 
prevent light from striking the forehead, or 
nose, which can cause distracting highlights. 
Grids, or precise angling can help keep the 
beam exactly where you want it. I generally 
set the hair light about one stop below the 
main light for dark hair, two stops for brown 
hair, and three stops for very light or blonde 
hair. 
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When all three are working together, you get 
a beautifully balanced image: the main 
provides form, the fill controls contrast, and 
the edge defines separation. Each has a 
specific job, and the ratios between them 
give you full creative control over mood and 
depth. 

THREE-POINT LIGHTING IN 
PRACTICE 

Now that we’ve worked through ratios and 
how a third light changes the balance, let’s 
look at three real-world portraits that put 
these principles to work.  

PARAMOUNT PHYSIQUE 

For this portrait, I wanted a behind-the-
scenes feel, with the model framed between 
visible light stands that were actually holding 
the lights shaping the shot. The main light 
was a boomed 70 cm (28″) Mola Setti white 
beauty dish, positioned above and just 
forward of Jonathan’s face. I metered it at f/11 
to match my chosen camera aperture, 
creating classic Paramount-style lighting that 
flattered his features and cast sculpting 
shadows across his physique. This shot was 
captured at 1/200 second, f/11, ISO 100 with 
a Canon EOS 5D Mark IV and an EF 70–200 
mm f/2.8L IS II USM lens set to 85 mm. 

The fill came from a boomed 190 cm (74″) 
Elinchrom indirect octabox placed overhead, 
slightly forward, and centered. It metered at 
f/5.6 — two stops under the main — 
producing a 5:1 ratio. This preserved shadow 
detail and lightened the background, while 
keeping the dimensionality created by the 
key. 

For the third point, I boomed a gridded 

Chimera 
softbox high 
and behind 
Jonathan as a 
hair light. It 
also metered at 
f/5.6, bright 
enough to 
create a clean 
rim along the 
hair and 
shoulder. The 
grid kept the 
light off the 
background. 

By keeping both fill and hair at the same 
exposure, the image holds a sense of 
balance — the shadows feel intentional, the 
edges are defined, and the behind-the-
scenes elements enhance rather than 
distract from the portrait. 



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                           		108



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                             
	 	109



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                           		110

NEGATIVE FILL, POSITIVE IMPACT 

For this portrait, the art direction was simple: 
props, clothing, and background all in black 
— something I hadn’t done before. Chaun 
wore a black suit, sat in a black chair, and 
was framed against a dark backdrop. The 
challenge was creating separation and shape 
without breaking the monochromatic 
palette. I captured this image with a Canon 
EOS R5 Mark II and an RF 28–70 mm f/2L 
USM lens set to 58 mm, at 1/200 second, f/8, 
ISO 250. 

The main light was a 190 cm (74″) Elinchrom 
Indirect Octabox placed camera right. I 
pulled it back a few feet and positioned an 
8×8′ scrim between the light and the set, 
effectively turning the octabox into a giant 
softbox. The main light metered at f/8, 
matching my chosen camera aperture. 

Because the studio is all white, the main light 
would naturally reflect off every surface, 
creating uncontrolled fill that would brighten 
the shadows. I placed a black V-flat on 
camera left to act as negative fill, blocking 
the bounce from that side. This kept the 
shadows deep while still allowing some fill to 
come in from the rest of the white studio. 

For separation, I bounced a strobe into the 
back left corner of the studio. The wall acted 
as my modifier, producing a subtle edge 
light along Chaun’s face, hair, and shoulder. 
It metered at f/4 — two stops under the main 
— giving a 4:1 key-to-edge ratio. This was just 
enough to define his outline without 
breaking the dark aesthetic. His salt-and-
pepper hair naturally separated from the 
backdrop, so I didn’t add a dedicated hair 
light. 

REFINED RATIOS 

This portrait started with the main light — an 
Elinchrom Litemotiv 120cm softbox on 
camera right, angled down at about 45° and 
just outside the frame. I metered it at f/11 to 
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match my chosen camera aperture. At that 
level, the main created a strong key side with 
well-defined shadows. Camera settings were 
1/200 second, f/11, ISO 100, shot on a Canon 
EOS 5D Mark IV with an EF 70–200mm f/2.8L 
IS II USM lens at 80 mm. 

To keep those shadows from feeling empty, I 
added a large 190cm octabox overhead as 
the fill. It metered at f/4 — a full three stops 
under the main. The 9:1 ratio softens the 
transition under the chin and around the 
temple, but without losing the sculpted look 
we established with the main light. 

For the third point, I used a strip softbox on a 
boom above and behind the subject as a 
hair/edge light. It metered at f/5.6 — two 
stops under the main — bright enough to lift 
the rim of the hair and shoulder without 
overpowering the face.  

A white V-flat on camera left added a bit of 
passive bounce into the shadows. This didn’t 

change the measured ratio much, but it 
softened the darkest areas just a little bit 
more. 
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BEYOND THE TRIANGLE 
By this point, you’ve learned how to identify 
every light in a setup — key, fill, edge, hair, 
and background — and to call them by 
name so you can plan, execute, and 
communicate clearly on set. You now know 
how to meter each light individually, how to 
measure them together, and how to 
translate those readings into a working ratio 
that defines the mood of the image. 

We’ve explored how powered fill, passive 
fill, and negative fill each change the 
character of the shadows, and how the 
placement and strength of an edge or hair 
light can subtly or dramatically separate a 
subject from the background. You’ve seen 
three-point lighting go from a diagram to 
real-world portraits, with variations that 
bend the rules while keeping the principles 
intact. 

The lights aren’t just numbers on a meter — 
they’re tools you now understand well 
enough to balance or unbalance with 
intention. And that understanding is what 
frees you to experiment in the next chapter, 
where we’ll move beyond three lights into 
more complex multi-source setups and 
specialty techniques. 
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CHAPTER 5 QUIZ– 
BEYOND ONE LIGHT 

1. What does the “before the colon” number 
represent in a portrait lighting ratio? 
A. The main light reading alone 
B. The combined brightness of the main and 
fill on the key side 
C. The fill light reading alone 
D. The brightness of the hair light 

2. Which of the following is an example of 
passive fill? 
A. A gridded strip light set to f/5.6 
B. Light bouncing off a white V-flat into the 
shadows 
C. A softbox aimed directly at the shadow 
side of the face 
D. A spotlight aimed at the background 

3. In a portrait lighting setup with a 3:1 ratio, 
your fill light meters at f/4. What is the main 
light’s approximate reading? 
A. f/4 
B. f/5.6 
C. f/8 
D. f/11 

4. In three-point lighting, which light is 
positioned behind or to the side of the 
subject to define their outline and create 
separation from the background? 
A. Fill light 
B. Main light 
C. Edge light 
D. Background light 

5. In a white studio, how can you reduce 
passive fill without changing the subject’s 
exposure? 
A. Increase the main light power 
B. Move the subject closer to the main light 
C. Add a powered kicker on the shadow side 
D. Add negative fill on the shadow side 

6. In layered portrait lighting, if your main 
light meters f/8 and your fill light meters f/8, 
what is your lighting ratio? 
A. 1:1 
B. 2:1 
C. 3:1 
D. 4:1 

7. In portrait lighting, what is the primary way 
to control the brightness of a passive fill 
source such as a reflector? 
A. Change the reflector’s color 
B. Move the reflector closer or farther from 
the subject 
C. Increase the main light power 
D. Raise the camera’s ISO 

8.When metering for a powered fill light, you 
should: 
A. Measure the fill alone from the subjects 
position 
B. Meter both lights together and divide by 
two 
C. Place the meter at the camera position 
D. Always set the fill one stop brighter than 
the main 

9. Negative fill is used to: 
A. Add warmth to the shadows 
B. Increase contrast by reducing unwanted 
bounced light 
C. Lower the main light output 
D. Increase the ratio between main and 
background 

10. Which statement is true about hair lights? 
A. They always need to be brighter than the 
main 
B. They are placed on the same side as the 
main 
C. They should be carefully controlled to 
avoid spilling onto the nose or cheeks 
D. They replace the need for an edge light 
entirely 
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Answer Key: 

1 — B 
2 — B 
3 — B 
4 — C 
5 — D 
6 — B 
7 — B 
8 — A 
9 — B 

10 — C
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Chapter 6 

ADVANCED 
LIGHTING 

TECHNIQUES



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                          	 	118



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                          	 	119



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                          	 	120

In this chapter, we’re moving beyond 
foundational setups and into the territory 
where precision, creativity, and control 

intersect. This is where you stop thinking 
about lights as isolated tools and start using 
them together as a cohesive system. We’ll 
explore how to recreate the nuanced quality 
of window light using four or more lights — 
not as a gimmick, but as a deliberate, 
controlled method that removes the 
limitations of weather, time of day, and high 
ISO, while giving you the exact depth of field 
and crispness you want. 

From there, we’ll expand into complex 
background lighting, often requiring multiple 
lights just for the backdrop, and coordinate 
those with the key, fill, and accent lights on 
your subject. You’ll see how advanced black 
and white portrait lighting — with its 
emphasis on tonal separation, contrast, and 
texture — often calls for layered setups of 
four, five, or even six lights. 

We’ll also cover flash duration and freezing 
motion, learn how to light for black and 
white, plus how to take multi-light strategies 
out of the studio and on location, balancing 
and blending them with ambient light for 
natural or dramatic results. 

By the end of this chapter, you’ll have a full 
toolkit for building intricate, high-control 
lighting setups that define a mood and help 
you tell a story. 

RECREATING WINDOW 
LIGHT WITH FLASH 
In 2016, I started seeing a wave of portraits 
on Instagram made against painted canvas 
backdrops. For years, those canvases felt 
rare and out of reach. Then a few Eastern 
European makers put them within striking 

distance. I took the leap and bought a 
double-sided Gravity Backdrop for about 
$600—one of the more expensive things I’d 
purchased that didn’t plug into the wall. 

As I combed through the #gravitybackdrops 
feed, a pattern emerged: almost everyone 
was using window light with these 
backgrounds. That observation sent me 
down a rabbit hole—not of shopping, but of 
reverse-engineering. What, exactly, makes 
“window light” read as window light? 

When you strip away the romance, a window 
is simply a very large, directional soft source 

Kenny is lit with a large softbox passing through an 
8×8′ scrim as he poses in front of two Gravity 
Backdrops, creating a soft, dimensional portrait 
with layered texture.
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Marty is lit with a large octabox as the main, 
positioned to mimic window light. Fill was added by 
bouncing into a white foam board on camera left, 
with a subtle kicker for separation and a hair light to 
preserve texture so his hair stood out cleanly 
against the backdrop.
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on one side of the subject. That’s your main. 
The room itself—light walls, a white ceiling, a 
pale floor—throws some of that light back as 
fill. If there’s a reflective surface deeper in 
the space—a bookcase, a framed print, a 
glossy cabinet, or a mirror—you’ll often see a 
subtle highlight reflecting back into the 
shadow side, creating an edge light. In other 
words, “natural window light” is usually 
three-point lighting, and often four-point 
lighting when you add a subtle hair light. 

Once I framed it that way, the studio plan 
wrote itself. I replaced the window with a 
large soft source that behaved like one: a 190 
cm octa placed close to the subject. Later, 
when I had more room, I’d pull my main light 
back and soften it again by aiming it through 
an 8×8’ scrim—sometimes referred to as a 
silk—when I wanted the illumination to feel 
broad and gentle. 

For fill, I kept things subtle because window 
light is about restraint. Sometimes I hung a 
big octa overhead and metered it two or 
three stops under the main; other times I 
used a white V-flat or foam board and let 
passive fill do the job. If you’ve ever stood in 
a bright, white room, you know the fill is 
everywhere whether you plan for it or not—
so I took control of it. I added a V-flat (white 
side out) when I wanted more shadow detail, 
or used negative fill (the black side of a V-
flat) when I wanted to boost contrast. 

The “kicker” was the next layer. In real 
window-lit rooms, surfaces on the side 
opposite the window can create a subtle 
highlight over one shoulder, catching the 
shadow side of the subject. In the studio, 
that might be a strip softbox tucked near the 
background, or as simple as bouncing a 
strobe into a corner when space is tight. I 
keep that accent restrained—usually two to 
three stops under the main—so it defines 

shape without screaming its presence. I 
make sure it never hits the side of the 
subject’s nose. The easiest way to check is to 
stand next to the kicker itself and see what it 
“sees.” If I can see the side of the nose from 
that vantage point, there will be a distracting 
highlight on the shadow side of the nose. 

On other days, I’ll lean into a cinematic look 
and put a strobe or small LED inside a 
practical—an old Mole-Richardson 412 2K 
fresnel. This would have originally used a 
tungsten incandescent bulb when it graced a 
film set. To make my modern light source 
mimic that vintage glow, I’ll give the strobe a 
pair of CTO gels, or—if I’m using an LED—I’ll 
tune it to 2700 K so it carries the rich, amber 
tone of classic tungsten light. Sometimes I’ll 
use a Mole-Richardson 407, a 1,000-watt 
tungsten fixture with its original bulb; if that 
continuous practical begins to influence the 
scene, I’ll let it play its part. Other times, I’ll 
place a flash with a grid reflector just out of 
frame next to the illuminated 407 so it lights 
the set from behind, as if it were the 
tungsten fresnel itself. 

And yes, there are sessions where I’ll use two 
opposing kickers to give me the 
multidimensional separation I want. I keep 
them powered down so they add shape 
without ever calling too much attention to 
themselves. 

Even with a thoughtful edge light, the 
pictures really came alive once I added a 
fourth point of light: a hair light. Subtlety is 
everything here. I’ll boom a strip or small 
softbox overhead and slightly behind, tilting 
it so it just skims the crown and shoulders. 
Sometimes I will use a grid to ensure the 
light can’t reach the backdrop. I meter 
relative to the main—about one stop down 
for dark hair, two stops down for medium 
brown, and three stops down for very light or 
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Colleen is lit with a 
softbox on camera right 

as the main light, balanced 
by a V-flat on camera left 

for fill. A Mole Richardson 
412 fresnel, fitted with a full 

color LED set to 2800K, adds 
its signature tungsten glow to 
the set. To ensure her red hair 
stood out cleanly against the 
dark backdrop, I used a more 

pronounced hair light overhead, 
complementing both the main and 

the fresnel’s warm highlight.
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blonde hair. 

The goal isn’t a glowing halo; it’s preserving 
texture and keeping hats, curls, and all types 
of hair from dissolving into a deep backdrop. 
Often, the effect is kept subtle to preserve 
detail and gentle separation, while in other 
cases it can be more pronounced, giving the 
subject a sharper outline and greater 
dimensionality. When the subject doesn’t 
have hair, or their hair already stands out 
against the background (gray hair on a dark 
set, for example), I’ll skip the hair light 
entirely. The point is control, definition, and 
shape—not ticking a box. 

All of this sits inside an environment that 
supports the story. Painted canvases ask for 
props with patina: a ladder, an old wooden 
chair, scuffed travel cases. They’re not there 

to steal the show; they’re there to give the 
light something to define. And because the 
look is born from restraint, I meter every role 
the way you learned earlier in the book: the 
main matches the camera’s aperture, the fill 
sets a floor for the shadows that keeps faces 
dimensional but the transitions gentle, and 
the edge and hair lights are powered under 
the main so they read as accents. If the 
scene starts to feel busy or the shadows start 
to feel too airy, I pull the fill down, add black 
to the shadow side, or both. Window light 
looks effortless because the pieces sit quietly 
together; the craft here is making the 
lighting quiet on purpose. 

One last, critical point—and it’s the reason I 
prefer recreating window light to waiting for 
window light. Actual windows tie you to the 
clock and the forecast. As we demonstrated 

This portrait was lit with a 150 cm octa pushed 
through sheer curtains, then softened further by 

bouncing around white surfaces, including a V-flat. 
The result mimics how daylight scatters inside a 

bright room, producing wraparound illumination.
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This image of Mya and 
Zach was frozen using 
Action Mode on my 
Elinchrom FIVE. By 
reducing the power to the 
equivalent of 1/8 power, 
the flash duration 
shortened to faster than  
1/3000 second (t.1).
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earlier in the book, a cloudy afternoon often 
forces you into higher ISOs and wider 
apertures than you’d choose for maximum 
sharpness or depth. With flash, I can match 
the direction and character of any window 
by manipulating the contrast, and I can do it 
at the ISO and f-stop I want. If I need the 
crispness and depth of f/8, I set it. If I want 
creamy backgrounds, I choose f/2.0 and 
keep my ISO low for clean shadows. The 
result is a portrait that looks like natural 
window light, behaves like a controlled 
studio setup, and stops the scroll. Natural 
light isn’t “better”; it’s simply one of many 
looks you can design—and with strobes, you 
can design it on demand. 

FREEZING MOTION 
WITH FLASH DURATION 
I first learned about flash duration in the late 
’90s, when I was 18 and eager to light an NBA 
arena. The older photographers I knew told 
me two things: if I wanted to freeze motion, 
I’d need a flash duration of at least 1/2000 
second, and I’d have to overpower the 
ambient light by two stops. I never did end 
up lighting an NBA game, but I did use that 
advice when I lit college basketball, minor 
league hockey, and even pretend basketball 
with models. For years, I took those numbers 
as gospel — until I started questioning them 
in the digital era, with modern lenses and 
high-resolution sensors that reveal every 
detail… and every flaw. 

We touched on flash duration briefly back in 
the one-light chapter, when I photographed 
Colleen on the crimson backdrop. In that 
look, flash duration was the secret ingredient 
I left out of the recipe. But now, you’re ready 
for that secret. Flash duration is the time it 
takes for your flash to light up and emit most 
of its light. 

ACTION MODES AND COLOR 
SHIFTS 

Most modern strobes have two operating 
modes: one that prioritizes color accuracy, 
and one that shortens the flash duration to 
freeze action. Different brands call these 
modes different things: 
• Elinchrom: Standard (color priority) and 

Action (shortest duration) 
• Profoto: Normal vs. Freeze 
• Godox: Color Mode On (color priority) 

and Color Mode Off (freeze) 

All strobes shift in color temperature 
depending on power level, and this happens 
regardless of the mode. Shortening the flash 
duration typically increases the variability 
between minimum and maximum power — 
some brands handle this better than others. 
In my experience, Profoto and Elinchrom 
shift more than Godox. That’s just part of the 
trade-off for getting shorter durations. Your 
lights may shift towards blue and green at 
lower power outputs, while remaining 
relatively accurate near maximum power, so 
watch for these changes and correct them 
either in post or by setting a custom white 
balance on set. 

UNDERSTANDING T.1 VS T.5 

Manufacturers publish flash duration 
numbers in one of two ways: t.5 and t.1. 
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• t.5 measures the time from the start of 
the burst until the light output drops to 
50% of its peak. This number is always 
shorter and makes the light seem “faster” 
than it really is. 

• t.1 measures from the start of the burst 
until it drops to 10% of its peak. This is a 
far more accurate indicator for freezing 
motion. 

In this book, all flash duration numbers are 
t.1.  

THE REAL “SHUTTER SPEED” IN 
THE DARK 

When you remove ambient light from the 
equation, the burst of light from your flash 
becomes your effective shutter speed. If that 
burst isn’t short enough, motion blur will 
creep in no matter what shutter speed you 
set on the camera. 

This is why, during my shoot with Fernando, I 
took frames without flash every time I 
changed my settings, and the resulting 
images were completely black. That’s proof 
your ambient light is eliminated and that the 
only thing illuminating your subject will be 
the flash itself. 

HOW TO FIND (AND TEST) YOUR 
FLASH DURATION 

On some lights, the duration is displayed 
right on the screen; on others, you’ll need to 
check the manual. The spec sheet will tell 
you whether the shortest duration occurs at 
minimum power or maximum power — and 
that determines how you test. 
• If the light is fastest at minimum power, 

start in the middle of the power range, 
eliminate all ambient light (a dim focus 
light is usually fine), and photograph your 
moving subject. If you see blur, drop the 
power one stop at a time until the motion 

disappears. 
• If the light is fastest at full power, start 

there and only drop if you need less light. 

Some budget strobes — for example, certain 
Paul C. Buff Alien Bees — may not be capable 
of durations short enough to truly freeze 
motion. That doesn’t make them bad lights; it 
just means they’re better suited for other 
subjects. 

THE FERNANDO JUMP TEST 

To investigate this principle, I ran a series of 
tests with Fernando, a professional dancer. 
We chose a jump he could repeat 
consistently, with his legs extended so they 
were moving faster than his torso. 

Lighting was a single Elinchrom ELC 500, 
which at full power in Action Mode has a t.1 
of 1/250 second. At that setting, my exposure 
was 1/200 second, f/7.1, ISO 50 — more than 
eight stops over the ambient light (including 
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the modeling lamp). I took a test frame 
without flash, and the scene was pitch black 
at those settings. 

At full power, motion blur was obvious in his 
feet. Dropping to half power (t.1 = 1/968), I 
adjusted the exposure to 1/200 second, f/7.1, 
ISO 100, but the blur was still there. At 
quarter power (t.1 = 1/1869), I increased to 
ISO 200; the front foot looked sharp, but the 
rear still showed movement. It wasn’t until 

one-eighth power (t.1 = 1/3184), at 1/200 
second, f/7.1, ISO 400, that every part of him 
was perfectly frozen — same shutter speed, 
same aperture, but with each reduction in 
flash power the burst got shorter, and the 
corresponding ISO increase kept the 
exposure consistent. 

That final setting at one-eighth power was 
5.3 stops brighter than the ambient light. 
Let’s explore that last part a little bit more. 

1/8 power, 1/3184 second f (t.1)1/4 power, 1/1869 second (t.1)1/2 power, 1/968 second (t.1)1/1 power, 1/250 second (t.1)

At +3 over ambient, the strobes froze the motion of 
his hair, with the slowest light running at t.1 = 1/2724 
— just fast enough to stop every strand.

I used a Parabolix 35D as the main with a blue gel, 
two Elinchrom Indirect Strip Softboxes with 
diffusion removed, and a 7″ reflector overhead — all 
gelled red. A fan added motion to Junior’s hair.
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OVERPOWERING AMBIENT LIGHT 

Next, I tested how much brighter the flash 
had to be than the ambient light to freeze 
motion. This time, I used a fan to blow 
Junior’s long hair sideways, lit by window 
light plus two Nanlite FS-300 LEDs bounced 
off the ceiling. Without flash, the hair was a 
blur at 1/100 second, f/3.2, ISO 400. 

Adding a strobe at minimum power (t.1 = 
1/7750) but only one stop over ambient still 
showed ghosting from the continuous light. I 
doubled the flash power, which lengthened 
the flash duration to t.1 = 1/5235, then 
stopped down one stop — bringing the flash 
to two stops over ambient. The blur 
persisted. Doubling the flash power again 
resulted in a t.1 of 1/3355 second; after 
stopping down another stop, the flash was 
now three stops brighter than the ambient 
light. This time, the hair was perfectly frozen. 

Once I confirmed that three stops over 
ambient was the key to freezing motion, I 
expanded the setup. The Parabolix 35D 
remained the main light, while two Elinchrom 
Indirect Strip Softboxes (with diffusion 
removed) and a 7″ reflector for the hair light 
were added. The three rear lights were gelled 
red for contrast against the background, and 
the Parabolix was gelled blue to complete 
the cinematic palette. Because gels cut 

output, I had to increase strobe power, which 
meant the slowest light in the setup had a 
flash duration of t.1 = 1/2724. That was still 
fast enough to stop motion of his hair cleanly 
— but it’s a reminder of an important 
principle: when you’re using multiple lights 
to freeze action, the slowest light hitting your 
subject must still be fast enough to stop 
motion at your chosen settings. 

THE NUMBERS FOR TODAY’S 
SENSORS 

Those older photographers from the ’90s 
weren’t really wrong — they were just 
working with different tools. Film grain, older 
lenses, and lower-resolution scans hid a lot 
of imperfections. Today, with a 45-megapixel 
file viewed at 100%, you’ll see every trace of 
movement. 

If you want reliably sharp action in the 
studio: 
• Aim for a t.1 flash duration of 1/3000 

second or faster. 
• Make your flash at least three stops 

brighter than the ambient light. 
• Test your own lights — don’t assume the 

specs are reality. Even two identical 
strobes may not match perfectly. 

• If you’re using multiple lights to freeze 
motion, the slowest light hitting the 
subject must have a flash duration fast 

+1 Stop Over Ambient +3 Stops Over Ambient+2 Stops Over Ambient
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enough to stop motion at your chosen 
settings. 

FLASH DURATION VS. HIGH-SPEED 
SYNC (HSS) 

Photographers mix this up all the time: high-
speed sync is not the go-to tool for freezing 
motion indoors. 

Short flash duration freezes motion because 
the light output is extremely brief — often 
just a few thousandths of a second, as we 
saw above — so the subject is only lit during 
that tiny fraction of time. In a dark studio, 
with ambient light eliminated, that burst 
becomes your effective shutter speed. 

HSS works differently: it divides the flash’s 
total output into a rapid series of dim pulses 
that fire as your camera’s sensor records the 

image. 

Outdoors, HSS shines when you already have 
fast shutter speeds available to stop motion 
naturally — for example, 1/3200 second in 
bright sunlight — and you want flash as your 
main light while keeping a shallow depth of 
field. A typical setup might be 1/3200 
second at f/2, ISO 100 with a 500 Ws strobe 
in a small octabox.

In the studio, HSS becomes inefficient. If you 
want f/8 for depth of field and you try that at 
1/3200 second, your ISO has to climb to 
around 1600 to make up for the dim, pulsing 
HSS output. That means more noise and less 
dynamic range. A cleaner, more efficient 
approach is to use traditional flash at normal 
sync speeds — say, 1/200 second, f/8, ISO 
500 — and let a short flash duration do the 
work of freezing motion. 
As sensors continue to improve at higher ISOs, 

Suna photographed at sunset using high-speed sync: 
1/2500 second, f/2, ISO 200 on a Canon EOS R5 with 
the RF 28–70mm f/2L at 32 mm. HSS allowed me to 
keep the aperture wide open for shallow depth of field 
while balancing flash with the fading ambient light.
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this trade-off matters less than it once did. But 
for now, if your goal is freezing action in the 
studio, skip HSS and rely on the shortest 
flash duration your lights can deliver at 
normal sync speeds. 

LIGHTING 
BACKGROUNDS 
Lighting a backdrop is one of those 
deceptively simple tasks where the approach 
you choose can either make your image sing 
or quietly flatten it. There’s no single 
“correct” method—it’s about matching the 
background treatment to your subject, your 
concept, and the mood you want to convey. 
Over the years, I’ve settled into a few reliable 
techniques, but I also keep an eye out for 
opportunities to break the mold and add 
something unexpected. 

One of the most versatile approaches is the 
gradient method. By aiming a light—often 
with a 7” or grid reflector—at the base of the 
backdrop, you can create a smooth falloff 
from bright to dark. On gray seamless, this 
often means the bottom glows softly while 
the top fades to black, giving a natural 
vignette that frames the subject. Adjusting 
the tilt of the light changes where that 
gradient transition falls in the frame. Keeping 
your subject far enough forward prevents 
your main light from reaching the backdrop 
and washing out the effect. You can see this 
in practice in the portrait of Payton on the 
next page, where a 7″ grid reflector created a 
subtle glow behind his head that faded to 
shadow at the edges. 

The direct method is exactly what it sounds 
like: pointing lights straight at the backdrop. 
With two lights placed symmetrically, you 
can achieve a flat, bright field—ideal for high-
key work on white backgrounds when you 
overexpose the paper by about a stop. It’s 

less forgiving on mid-tone or darker 
backgrounds, where the result can be two 
obvious hot spots. That said, direct light can 
be used creatively—placing different gels on 
each light, for instance, can give you a split 
or blended color effect that adds graphic 
punch. 

For more even coverage, the indirect method 
uses bounce. Position your lights to fire into 
umbrellas or the white sides of V-flats, so the 
light reflects onto the backdrop. This scatters 
the illumination for a smooth, even field. 
Using V-flats as bounces is especially 
effective—you can place them to contain and 
direct the light where you want it, while 
keeping it off your subject. 

Matthew and Jonathan are lit from above with a 
large octabox, while two umbrellas evenly 
illuminate the red seamless background.
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Beyond these foundational techniques, there 
are ways to make a background feel 
dimensional or cinematic. An optical snoot 
with a gobo lets you project a pattern onto 
the backdrop—anything from geometric 
lines to organic shapes—while keeping the 
edges razor-sharp or gently blurred, 
depending on focus. A cucoloris (or “cookie”) 
placed between a light and the background 
breaks up the beam to create dappled, 
modeled light, simulating sunlight filtering 
through leaves or blinds. On rare occasions, 
I’ve let actual sunlight streaming through a 
window play that role in the studio—three 
times in my career, maybe—but when it 
works it works. 

When I’m not using painted canvases, 
colored paper backdrops, or intentionally 
shooting on white, I almost always prefer a 
gray background. It’s incredibly versatile — I 
can add color to it with gels, push it to pure 
white by overexposing it, or let it fall to black 
simply by not lighting it at all. Other 
photographers take a different approach. 
Some like to use gels on white backgrounds 
to create pastel tones, use a red gel on a red 
background to make the color more vibrant, 
or shine a light with colored gels on a black 
background for deep, saturated tones. 
Others will put a fabric grid on the softbox 
they’re using for their main light in confined 
spaces to keep light from spilling onto the 
background. While I don’t typically work that 
way, it’s a valid method and worth 
understanding. Personally, I find that 
feathering the light, moving the subject and 
light farther from the background, or adding 
negative fill to keep light from bouncing 
around the room can be just as effective as 
using a fabric grid on a softbox — and in 
most cases, these techniques produce even 
better results. 

The important thing is control. Whether 

you’re feathering a gradient, building an even 
wash of color, adding texture with a gobo, or 
layering complementary gel colors for depth, 

Direct Reflectors

Umbrellas

V-Flats



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                           		135

the background light is part of your lighting 
design. You are likely to light a background 
so that it meters the same as your camera’s 
settings, but ultimately it’s about taste and 
how bright you want it. The goal isn’t just to 
illuminate the backdrop — it’s to make it an 
intentional, supporting player in the image. 

LIGHTING SUBJECTS 
WITH GLASSES 
Glasses add an extra challenge to portrait 
lighting because they’re essentially two small 
mirrors strapped to your subject’s face. If 
your main light is placed in just the wrong 
spot, you’ll see bright white reflections that 
distract from the eyes and break the 
connection between subject and viewer. 

The physics behind the problem is the same 
principle you learned in high school science: 
the angle of incidence equals the angle of 
reflection. Think of a rubber ball bouncing off 
the floor — it comes off at the same angle it 
went in, just in the opposite direction. Light 
behaves the same way when it strikes a 
smooth, reflective surface like eyeglass 
lenses. If the light hits the glasses at just the 
right (or wrong) angle, it will bounce straight 
into your lens. Another way to picture it is 
like making a bank shot on a pool table — 
you can predict exactly where the ball (or the 
light) will go if you know the angle it’s 
coming from. 

Here’s how to prevent eyeglass reflections: 
• Move the main light away from the 

camera. Even a modest shift to the side, 
up, or down can redirect the reflection 
away from the lens. 

• Raise the light and angle it downward — 
but not so high that it creates harsh, 
unflattering shadows. 

• Turn on your modeling light (or LED) and 

watch the reflections live from the 
shooting position as you move the light. 
This is the fastest way to find the right 
spot. 

• Adjust the subject’s head tilt. A small tip 
of the chin or turn of the head is often all 
it takes. 

• Raise the bows of the glasses slightly 
behind the ears to angle the lenses 
downward and deflect the reflections. 

When I lit this portrait of Kasan, I used a 
Parabolix 35D — a focusable parabolic 
reflector, meaning its light source can be 
moved forward or backward inside the 
reflector to change the modifier’s spread and 
contrast — fitted with a cyan gel and placed 

In this behind-the-scenes image of Kasan, notice 
how the main light — a Parabolix 35D — is placed 
high and off to the side, angled steeply enough that 
its reflection cannot bounce directly from his 
glasses into the camera.
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at a steep angle to his body. That placement 
ensured the light’s reflection had no chance 
of bouncing back into the lens from his 
glasses. From camera right, a light with a 
purple gel added edge definition as it 
bounced off a nearby V-flat, which also 
reflected onto the gray paper background. 
Overhead, I boomed a strip softbox with a 
red gel inside, aimed at the top half of the 
backdrop. Where the two gel colors 
overlapped, they blended into a deep 
magenta, forming a harmonious gradient. 

For business portraits, school pictures, or 
anything where clarity is key, keeping glass 
reflections under control is essential. But, 
just like lens flare or hard shadows, 
reflections can be used as a creative tool 
when you want them. I’ve deliberately 
positioned a beauty dish close to the lens to 
create a bold reflection in Kenneth’s 
sunglasses in this fashion look. The trick is 
intent: in a corporate headshot, you’ll almost 
always avoid it; in a stylized shoot, you might 
chase it. 

And remember — the same principle applies 
to windows or framed artwork in your 
background. If you’re lighting a room and 
notice a bright hot spot in glass or a glossy 
surface, the fix is often as simple as adjusting 
your light’s position or angle, or adding a flag 
or fabric grid to prevent a softbox from 
reflecting off that surface. 

LIGHTING FOR BLACK 
AND WHITE 
Black-and-white photography thrives on 
contrast. Without color to carry the image, 
shape, tone, and separation have to do the 
heavy lifting — and that often calls for bold 
lighting choices. Hard light, in particular, 
reveals texture and edge definition, which 

can add striking presence to hair, skin, and 
fabric. This quality makes hard modifiers a 
natural fit for black-and-white, where even 
subtle tonal differences become part of the 
story. 

High contrast can be created with the bare 
minimum of gear, or it can be crafted with 
multiple sources, much like the old 
Hollywood greats once did. 

In this section, I’ll walk you through three 
approaches: a two-light low-key setup, a two-
light high-key setup, and a six-light, film-noir-
inspired arrangement with deep blacks, 
brilliant highlights, and texture pushed to the 
limit. 

Whether stripped down or built up, the goal 
is the same: control the light to shape the 
subject and tell the story. 

FERNANDO’S FRESNEL  

For Fernando’s portrait, I reached for one of 
the most classic tools in lighting history: the 
Fresnel, a lens that collimates light into a 
focused beam. Invented by French physicist 
Augustin-Jean Fresnel in the early 1800s, it 
was first used in lighthouses to project light 
over great distances. The design later 
became a Hollywood staple during the film 
industry’s golden age, shaping the faces of 
movie icons in both film and portraiture. 
Eventually, that same technology found its 
way into photography, with Fresnel modifiers 
created specifically for flash heads. 

I used a Bowens 200 mm Fresnel as the key 
light, positioned to carve crisp, decisive 
shadows across Fernando’s face and form. 
The hard, focused beam — often compared 
to sunlight — brought out sculptural detail, 
much like those old Hollywood portraits. This 
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Oneka lit with hard light modifiers, 
emphasizing texture and definition in her 
hair and dress — qualities that black-and-

white portraits often rely on to create depth 
and drama.
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image was captured with a Canon EOS R5 
and an RF 85 mm f/1.2L USM lens at 1/200 
second, f/6.3, ISO 100. 

A second light, fitted with a 18 cm (7″) grid 
reflector, was aimed at the background to 
create a subtle gradient. This kept his 
silhouette from disappearing into darkness. 
The intent wasn’t to brighten the backdrop, 
but to add separation and depth, with the 
light falling off into shadow to preserve the 
low-key mood. 

The setup was simple: two lights, minimal 
gear, maximum control. It’s proof that high-
contrast black-and-white doesn’t require a 
warehouse of equipment — just the right 
tools used with intent. 
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SCULPTING JUSTIN 

This high-key portrait of Justin acts as a 
bridge between minimal and more complex 
lighting approaches. The setup is still 
approachable — just two lights — but 
designed for precision. 

The key and background light were one and 
the same: a large 190 cm (75 in) Octabox 
slightly to camera left, positioned so its 
surface metered about one stop brighter 
than the camera’s exposure when measured 
right at the fabric. This produced a pure 
white backdrop without overexposing to the 
point of flare or haze, or underexposing to 
where the ripples in the fabric would be 
visible in the final image. If you don’t have an 
Octabox this large, a big umbrella with a 
diffusion cover — such as the 2.1 m (7 ft) 
Westcott model — can produce a similar 
effect. 

The Octabox’s wraparound light sculpted 
Justin’s chest and abs, but with no reflective 
surfaces nearby, the side of his body closest 
to the camera fell into shadow. To balance 
the exposure, I added a strip softbox on 
camera right and adjusted it until the 
highlight on his left arm matched the light 
striking his body on camera left. The 
result was a nearly three-
dimensional outline of his form, 
with highlights defining shape 
while shadows preserved depth. 

His styling was as intentional 
as the lighting. Like 
classical Greek sculpture, 
the bare form reveals 
anatomy, muscle, and 
movement without the 
distractions of clothing. 
Skin becomes a canvas 

for showing the most subtle interactions 
between light and shadow, pose and texture 
— something even the most carefully lit 
sweater and jeans could never match. 

This portrait was created with a Canon EOS 
R5 and an RF 85 mm f/1.2L USM lens at 1/200 
second, f/5.0, ISO 200. 
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HARCOURT’S HOLLYWOOD 

The final example pushes fully into cinematic 
territory — a dramatic homage to old 
Hollywood and the famed Studio Harcourt in 
Paris. Known for their luminous rim lights, 
commanding hair lights, and narrow-beam 
keys, Harcourt’s style also reveals how hard 
light can resolve fine textures in skin, hair, 
and fabric. 

Ethereo’s face was lit with a Bowens 200 mm 
(8 in) Fresnel, metered at f/7.1, its beam 
focused to create crisp, sculptural definition. 
For fill, I placed an 18 cm (7 in) grid reflector 
just below the camera, bouncing into a 1 m 
(3 ft) silver reflector — the result metered at 
f/5.0. Over each shoulder, an 18 cm (7 in) grid 
reflector with a 20° grid added precise edge 
light, each metered at f/11. Overhead, a hair 
light with a 21 cm (8 in) reflector, metered at 
f/16, crowned the head and shoulders in 
light. 

The background came to life with a Nicefoto 
SN-29 optical snoot fitted with a window 
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gobo, metered at f/4.5, projecting a sharp, 
intentional pattern. The result wasn’t just 
background illumination — it was a fully 
integrated part of the scene, balancing with 
the subject lighting to complete the 
composition. 

The shot was captured with a Canon EOS R5 
and an RF 28–70mm f/2L USM lens at 70 mm, 
1/200 second, f/9.0, ISO 200. 

MIND THE SHADOWS 

All three setups share a common truth: 
shadows matter as much as highlights. Deep, 
inky blacks can be dramatic, but pure black 
with zero detail can feel empty and lifeless. 
Even in a high-contrast style, consider letting 
the viewer see a hint of texture in the darkest 
areas. This tiny choice can make an image 
feel richer, more dimensional, and more 
intentional. 

FROM SIMPLICITY TO CINEMATIC 

The progression from Fernando’s two-light 
minimalism to Justin’s sculpted highlights to 
Ethereo’s Hollywood homage illustrates a 
spectrum of possibilities. You can create 
drama with just a Fresnel and a separation 
light, or layer multiple sources and modifiers 
for a theatrical build. 

The key is clarity of purpose. Every light 
should earn its place in the frame — whether 
it’s carving an edge, creating texture, or 
giving depth to the background. Master that 
discipline, and you’ll be able to work at any 
scale, in any style, without losing control of 
the look. 

LIGHTING ON 
LOCATION: MARRYING 
YOUR LIGHTS TO THE 
SCENE 
When I’m working on location, I’m not just 
searching for a place to put a subject — I’m 
looking for a scene to frame them. Much like 
my approach outdoors with backlight, I 
gravitate toward environments where the 
background naturally creates separation and 
atmosphere. Indoors, that might be a 
window with sunlight streaming through, a 
row of glowing sconces, or architectural 
fixtures that can motivate my lighting. In 
these cases, matching the color temperature 
of your strobes to the existing light is key. 
That’s when gels become essential: CTO 
warms strobes to match tungsten lamps, while 
CTB cools them to simulate moonlight. By 
aligning flash output with the ambient color 
temperature, the final image feels as though it’s 
lit entirely by the fixtures already in the room. 

For the image at right, photographed in a 
train station, I used a 35 mm lens from a low 
angle to give the subjects a heroic presence. 
Two kickers were placed in the balcony to 
mimic the light coming from the ceiling 
lights behind them, while an additional light 
in the front on camera left lit their faces. All 
of the lights were gelled with CTO so they 
matched the room’s color temperature, and I 
set my white balance deliberately warm so 
the final image carried the look of 
incandescent lighting. My exposure was 
chosen to freeze their movement while 
keeping the ceiling fixtures properly exposed 
— balancing motion control with ambient 
detail.

At other times, I might drag the shutter 
below sync speed on location to bring out 
more of the background’s glow. Practical 
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fixtures, natural glows, and architectural 
accents come alive when the exposure is 
manipulated to keep environmental light 
present in the frame. 

Depth of field also plays a role in unifying the 
scene. For this portrait of David, below, I shot 
at 1/8000 second, f/1.2, ISO 100 with an 85 
mm lens, deliberately working wide open to 
blur the background while still exposing the 
scene outside the window correctly. That 
choice allowed the space to feel present 
without distracting from him as the subject. 
To enhance the mood, I used one of the few 
effects filters I carry — a ¼ Black Pro Mist. 
Unlike ND, which only affects exposure, this 
filter shaped the atmosphere: blooming 
highlights, softening contrast, and creating a 
cinematic glow that pulled the whole frame 
into harmony. 

FIRESIDE FIGURE 

One of the clearest examples of this 
philosophy is a portrait I created of Nicholas, 
set in a studio styled to look like a warmly lit 
interior. The fireplace mantle was real, but 
the flame was entirely manufactured. I 
tucked an Elinchrom One inside the firebox, 
gelled with two layers of CTO, to create a 
convincing amber glow that interacted 
naturally with the room. 

For the key, I used a 105 cm (41″) silver 
umbrella with diffusion, positioned camera 
right to form a Rembrandt triangle across 
Nicholas’s face. A second 105 cm umbrella — 
this one white, gelled with ½ CTO, and 
boomed high overhead — served as the hair 
light. 

To shape his camera-left side, I placed a 
medium strip softbox with a fabric grid, also 
gelled with ½ CTO to harmonize with the 
tungsten glow of the set. It created a clean 
edge along his hair, ear, and shoulder, 
appearing as though it came from the 
hanging pendants in the top left of the 
frame. The grid prevented spill from striking 
the ceiling and bouncing uncontrolled light 
around the room. 

The final ingredient was contrast. To 
complement the amber palette, I bounced a 
strobe into the ceiling, gelled with double 
CTB. This subtle blue wash seeped into the 
shadows, creating a cool counterpoint to the 
warmth of the key and accents — a 
cinematic “moonlight” that deepened the 
richness of the scene. 

I matched my exposure to the practical 
fixtures: 1/100 second, f/2, ISO 100. This 
allowed the sconces and pendant lamps in 
the background to glow naturally, while the 
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shallow depth of 
field softened them 
into a cinematic 
blur. In post, I 
extended the effect 
by adding a few 
more lamps to 
balance the frame 
and carry the 
atmosphere across. 

The finished portrait 
feels as though 
Nicholas is lit entirely by the room’s glow, but 
every choice — from the gels to the moonlit 
shadows — was deliberate. This is the 
essence of working on location: borrowing 
what’s there, building what isn’t, and shaping 
both until they merge seamlessly. 

PRECISION, PURPOSE, 
AND POSSIBILITY 
In this chapter, we’ve explored lighting at a 
higher level — from sculpting the face and 
body with multi-light setups, to shaping the 
environment with background lighting, to 
freezing motion with precisely timed bursts 
of flash. You’ve seen how these techniques 
adapt both to the control of a studio and the 
unpredictability of location work, and how 
every decision — from modifier choice to 
light placement to shutter speed — builds 
toward a cohesive, intentional image. 

We’ve moved beyond simply “adding more 
lights” and into strategically assigning 
purpose: each light with its own role, all 
working together toward a specific technical 
or creative goal. That might mean the crisp 
precision of high-speed flash, the moody 
elegance of a film-noir portrait, or the 
seamless blend of practical fixtures and 
strobes in a real-world location. In each case, 
the artistry lies in deciding exactly what you 
want the light to communicate — and then 
shaping it to say just that. 

We also touched on how color can play a role 
in advanced lighting setups. In Nicholas’s 
portrait, the warm amber tones from CTO 
gels and the cool blue wash from CTB gels 
seemed to pull in opposite directions, yet 
together they built contrast and depth — 
and, just as importantly, helped tell the story. 

In Chapter 8, we’ll expand on this idea. You’ll 
learn how to use gels not only to correct, but 
to create: for storytelling, for atmosphere, 
and for artistic intent. We’ll explore the 
principles of color harmony and show how 
layered gels can shift mood from subtle 
nuance to dramatic effect. If Chapter 7 was 
about shape, form, and control, Chapter 8 is 
about how color transforms our work. 
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CHAPTER 6 QUIZ – 
ADVANCED LIGHTING 
TECHNIQUES 
1. What is the primary advantage of 
recreating window light with strobes instead 
of natural windows? 
A. Strobes are always softer than sunlight. 
B. Natural window light is too harsh for 
portraits. 
C. Strobes eliminate the need for fill. 
D. Strobes let you control ISO and aperture 
regardless of weather or time. 

2. What role does a hair light serve in multi-
light setups? 
A. To eliminate shadows on the body. 
B. To prevent the subject’s hair and shoulders 
from blending into the backdrop.  
C. To add fill to the subject’s face. 
D. To brighten the background evenly. 

3. Why might a kicker need to be carefully 
placed in a portrait setup? 
A. Because it can flatten the backdrop. 
B. Because it can change the color of the 
key. 
C. Because it can overpower the hair light. 
D. Because it can create an unwanted 
highlight on the shadow side of the nose. 

4. What does the term t.1 flash duration 
measure? 
A. The time from when the flash begins 
emitting, rises to peak, and falls to 10% of 
peak. 
B. The time from when the flash begins 
emitting until its output decays to 50% of 
peak. 
C. The time it takes for the flash to recycle 
between bursts. 
D. The maximum shutter speed that can sync 
with the flash. 

5. When freezing motion in the studio, what 
combination is most reliable? 
A. High-speed sync and one stop over 
ambient. 
B. A t.5 duration faster than 1/2000 second. 
C. Using a continuous LED light source. 
D. A t.1 duration of 1/3000 second or faster, 
at least three stops over ambient. 

6. Where can a photographer usually find the 
published flash duration values for their 
lights? 
A. On the bottom of the strobe, near the 
sync port. 
B. In the manufacturer’s manual or spec 
sheet.  
C. In the EXIF data of each photo. 
D. By dividing the power setting by the 
recycle time. 

7. What is the advantage of using a fabric 
grid on a softbox? 
A. It brightens the exposure by one stop. 
B. It reduces the beam spread. 
C. It softens the light further than diffusion. 
D. It changes the color temperature of the 
light. 

8. What lighting tool, invented by French 
physicist Augustin-Jean Fresnel in the 1800s, 
was first widely adopted in lighthouses 
before becoming common in Hollywood 
studios? 
A. A Fresnel lens.  
B. A snoot. 
C. A parabolic umbrella. 
D. A silver reflector. 

9. Why might a photographer add negative 
fill when recreating window light in the 
studio? 
A. To brighten the highlights. 
B. To reduce stray reflections from glasses. 
C. To deepen contrast by absorbing ambient 
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bounce. 
D. To simulate the effect of gels. 

10. In the portrait of Nicholas by the 
fireplace, what was the purpose of the CTB-
gelled strobe bounced into the ceiling? 
A. To brighten the background lamps. 
B. To neutralize the warm tungsten tones. 
C. To add a cool wash in the shadows for 
contrast. 
D. To replace the hair light. 

Answer Key 

1 — D 
2 — B 
3 — D 
4 — A 
5 — D 
6 — B 
7 — B 
8 — A 
9 — C 

10 — C



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                           		153

Chapter 7 

COLOR 
THEORY



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                           		154



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                           		155



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                           		156

When we think about lighting, we 
often focus on ratios, modifiers, or 
exposure. But in practice, every 

portrait is more than just light and shadow — 
it’s a fully realized visual composition. 
Wardrobe, set design, props, and makeup 
choices are just as much a part of shaping 
the final image as the direction of the key 
light. 

That’s why this chapter treats light, color, and 
art direction as a unified process. You can’t 
separate them. A well-lit portrait with 
clashing wardrobe and background colors 
will still fall flat. At the same time, a 
beautifully styled subject can be ruined if the 
lighting introduces color shifts that clash 
with the intended palette. 

Let’s start with a question: Yellow + Blue = ? 

Most people will instinctively answer: green. 
And they’re not wrong — at least, not always. 
In one system, yellow and blue do combine 
to make green. But in another, they don’t 
make green at all. Instead, they neutralize 
one another, leaving you with something 
close to nothing — a flat gray. 

That paradox is the perfect entry point to 
understanding color in photography. There 
are two different color wheels in play — one 
for pigments and one for light. Throughout 
this chapter, we’ll explore how to navigate 
both: 
• How to choose harmonious color 

palettes, whether for wardrobe or for 
gels. 

• How to coordinate clothing, background, 
and light so that they feel unified. 

• How different colors carry psychological 
meaning. 

• And how to decide when to follow 
harmony and when to deliberately break 
it. 

By the end, you’ll have the tools to design 
portraits that don’t just look “well lit,” feel 
intentional, cohesive, and art-directed from 
start to finish. 

COLOR HARMONY FOR 
PHOTOGRAPHERS 
The key to mastering color in photography is 
realizing that we actually work with two 
wheels: 
• RYB (Red–Yellow–Blue): A pigment-

based subtractive model rooted in paints, 
dyes, cosmetics, and other materials 
where physical colorants are blended. 

• RGB (Red–Green–Blue): An additive 
model that governs light. Use RGB 
whenever you’re mixing or shaping gels, 
LEDs, or other light sources. 

• Both wheels can be used for styling 
decisions (wardrobe, props, backdrops, 
set design). 

Once you know which wheel you’re working 
with, you can apply the classic harmony 
schemes: 
• Complementary: Opposites on the 

wheel (e.g., red vs. green). Bold, high-
contrast, and dramatic. 

• Analogous: Neighbors (e.g., blues and 

RGB RYB
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purples). Smooth, unified, and calming. 
• Monochromatic: Variations of a single 

hue (light, dark, muted, or saturated). 
Clean and minimal, this scheme 
emphasizes form, texture, and mood over 
color contrast. 

• Triadic: Three evenly spaced colors (e.g., 
red, yellow, blue). Balanced yet energetic. 

• Split Complementary: A base color plus 
the two next to its opposite. Flexible and 
less jarring than strict complements. 

• Tetradic (Double Complementary): Two 
complementary pairs — rich but 
challenging to balance. 

It’s important to remember that the harmony 
you see in the finished image depends on 
the final relationships between colors, not 
necessarily the individual ingredients used to 
make them. For example, blue and green 
lights blend into cyan, which can then serve 
as a complement to red wardrobe. Similarly, 
red and blue pigments combine into purple, 
which can then form a complementary pair 
with a yellow background. In both cases, the 
photographer is designing with the end 
result, not the recipe. 

What makes these schemes powerful is that 
they describe visual outcomes, not technical 
mediums. A triadic scheme could be built 
entirely with objects — say, a red jacket, blue 
backdrop, and yellow prop — or entirely with 
light, like red, green, and blue gels. But in 
practice, photographers can use either 
wheel when planning harmony and selecting 

elements for a scene. Whether the color 
comes from fabric, makeup, backdrops, or 
light, the relationship between them is what 
creates harmony. For instance, a 
photographer might dress a model in blue 
against a mostly yellow street scene, then 
add a red-gelled kicker inspired by a neon 
sign on the edge of the frame — creating 
triadic color harmony on the RYB wheel by 
combining objects and light together. 

COMPLEMENTARY ANALOGOUS SPLIT 
COMPLEMENTARY

TRIADIC TETRADIC

This image of Jason is an example of 
monochromatic color because the red jacket, 
backdrop, and surrounding props all fall within the 
same color family, creating cohesion through subtle 
shifts in tone rather than contrasting hues.



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                           		158

This portrait of 
Samanta 
demonstrates 
analogous harmony, 
with magenta and cyan 
sitting side by side on the 
RYB wheel. The colors 
blend smoothly across the 
subject’s skin, creating 
cohesion and mood rather 
than contrast. By keeping 
the palette unified, the 
lighting emphasizes shape 
and styling over color 
separation.



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                           		159

This image of Christian shows a classic 
complementary relationship: orange and blue, 
directly opposite on the RGB wheel. The contrast 
creates maximum impact, with the narrow band of 
warm light around the eyes standing out vividly 
against the surrounding cool tones.

Here the palette follows a tetradic scheme: cyan, 
magenta, yellow, and green appear together, 
echoing the full spread of RGB mixing. The result is 
bold and energetic, with colors bouncing between 
Marty and background while still maintaining 
balance on the RYB wheel.
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This setup with Chris employs a split 
complementary harmony: magenta and orange 
against a teal backdrop. Rather than direct 
opposition, the split scheme softens the tension 
while still delivering contrast, creating a vibrant but 
more flexible composition.

With blue, red, and yellow spaced evenly around the 
RYB wheel, this portrait of Ethan uses a triadic 
scheme. The balance of primaries makes the 
composition feel stable yet vibrant, with each hue 
reinforcing the others without one dominating.
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Some sources oversimplify this and claim 
that photographers “primarily use the RGB 
wheel.” That’s misleading. RGB is mandatory 
only when you’re mixing light. The reality is 
that photographers must navigate both 
systems fluently, because in practice most 
shoots involve elements from each. 

PSYCHOLOGY OF 
COLOR 
Color does more than describe the surface 
of a scene; it can shape how a viewer feels 
about an image. But it’s important to 
remember that the so-called “psychology of 
color” is not a set of universal laws. Instead, 
it’s a collection of conventions and cultural 
associations that artists can use — or subvert 
— depending on the intent of the work. 

Across much of Western visual culture, warm 
colors like red, orange, and yellow are often 
associated with energy, urgency, or passion. 
Cooler tones such as blue and green are 
often understood to suggest calm, balance, 
or introspection. Saturated colors can feel 
bold and assertive; muted or desaturated 
tones tend to read as restrained, nostalgic, 
or understated. These are not absolutes. In 
some contexts, the same blue that looks 
tranquil in a seascape may appear cold and 
sterile in a medical portrait. 

Cultural and historical context deepens 
these associations. Purple, for example, has 
long been tied to royalty — because 
historically, purple dyes and pigments were 
rare and costly to produce — yet it has also 
been used in contexts of mourning. 
Depending on how you frame it, purple can 
suggest dignity and regality or solemnity and 
loss. 

Similarly, in Christian art of the Renaissance, 

the Virgin Mary was consistently depicted 
wearing ultramarine blue. This wasn’t a 
random choice: ultramarine was the most 
expensive pigment available, and artists 
reserved it for the figure considered most 
sacred. That tradition cemented an 
association between blue and reverence, 
spirituality, and value. 

By contrast, Chinese traditions assign very 
different meanings to many of these same 
colors. Red, which in the West may suggest 
danger or urgency, symbolizes luck, joy, and 
celebration in China. White, which Western 
viewers often read as purity and peace, is 
strongly tied to mourning and funerals in 
Chinese culture. Even yellow, associated with 
cheerfulness in Western color psychology of 
color, historically represented imperial 
authority in China. The same photograph, 
then, might evoke completely opposite 
responses depending on the cultural lens — 
which is why designing across cultural 
contexts or interpreting an artists intent 
requires sensitivity to these differences. 

These examples highlight a broader truth: 
color psychology is a visual language, not a 
physics formula. By knowing the conventions 
— whether cultural, historical, or 
contemporary — you gain the ability to either 
lean into them, reinforcing harmony and 
audience expectations, or break away from 
them, creating surprise and tension. The 
most effective use of color is not to follow 
“rules,” but to make choices that are 
intentional, consistent, and in service of the 
story you’re telling with your images. 

COLOR IN LIGHTING – 
GELS AND LEDS 
As we touched on earlier, color in 
photography isn’t only about wardrobe or 



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                           		162

This portrait of Mikkoh highlights how cultural 
frameworks shift the meaning of color. In Western 
contexts, blue and green are read as distinct hues, 

both associated with calm or conservatism. In 
Chinese thought, however, the character 青 (qing) 

encompasses both colors, symbolizing health, 
vitality, and renewal. What feels subdued or even 

sad  in one culture can be life-affirming in another.
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props — it can be actively produced and 
sculpted through light itself. By adding gels 
to strobes or using modern RGB LEDs, you 
can control not only the brightness and 
direction of your lighting but also its hue and 
emotional impact. 

Broadly, gels fall into three families: 
• Correction gels: Tools like CTO and CTB 

bring different light sources into the 
same color family for consistent or 
creative white balance. 

• Creative, color effects, or “party” gels 
allow photographers to use color purely 
for artistic effect — to stylize, dramatize, 
or introduce bold accents. 

• Neutral density gels (ND): Reduce a 
lighting brightness without altering its 
color. 

CORRECTIVE VS. CREATIVE 
INTENT 

Two of the most common 
color correction gels are 
CTO (Color Temperature 
Orange) and CTB 
(Color Temperature 
Blue): 
• CTO warms 

daylight-balanced 
flash (~5500K) so 
that it matches 
tungsten (~3200K). 

• CTB does just the opposite, it can be 
used to cool tungsten-balanced light so it 
matches daylight or it can be used simply 
to just cool down your scenes when 
youre using daylight balanced sources. 

Another common pair are Plus Green 
(Window Green) and Minus Green (Magenta): 
• Plus Green adds a green cast to flash so it 

matches fluorescents or LEDs with a 

green tint. 
• Minus Green removes that tint, restoring 

neutral skin tones under “sickly” 
overheads or mismatched LEDs. 

These use cases ensure consistent, 
“accurate” color without mixed lighting — for 
example, adding CTO to your flash when 
shooting in a tungsten-lit church, or applying 
Minus Green when balancing flash against 
fluorescents at a corporate event. 

CREATIVE SCENARIOS WITH 
CORRECTION GELS 

Some examples of creative gel use include: 
• Underexpose the sky + CTO on flash → 

Subject appears neutral when WB is set 
to tungsten, while the sky shifts to a deep 
blue for a cinematic effect. 

• Mix ambient and flash without correction 
→ Tungsten-lit interiors stay warm, while 
ungelled flash appears cool; the result is 
intentional color separation. 

• Simulate practical effects → A ½ CTO can 
mimic firelight, or a CTB can evoke 
moonlight, as we saw earlier in the 
chapter 6 setup featuring Nicholas. 

• Build atmosphere with layering → Use 
different gels for background, hair, and 
key light to create a stylized palette that 
feels deliberate. 

CTO STRENGTHS AND FLASH DRIFT 

It’s also worth noting that flashes don’t 
always output identical color at every power 
setting. Many brands drift slightly bluer at 
lower power, specifically in the action 
freezing modes we explored in Chapter 7. A 
fractional CTO gel (¼ or ½) can help 
neutralize these shifts, keeping a series 
consistent in tone. This is less about artistry 
and more about color management, but it’s 
an important technical trick to know. 
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By underexposing the daytime 
overcast sky and lighting Caleb with a 
flash gelled warm (CTO), then setting 
white balance to tungsten, the subject 
renders with natural skin tones while 
the shadows and background shift to a 
dramatic deep blue. It’s a simple but 
powerful technique to create a 
cinematic atmosphere straight out of 
camera.
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Jason is lit with three optical snoots, each with a 
different gobo and gel: cyan, yellow, and magenta. 

Where two colors overlap, secondary hues emerge; 
where all three converge, the result is white light — 

a vivid demonstration of additive mixing.
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THE SCIENCE OF ADDITIVE 
MIXING 

When working with colored light, you’re 
operating in the additive color model (RGB). 
This is very different from pigment mixing 
(RYB), which most of us first learned with 
paints in elementary school. The difference 
comes down to how color is produced: 
• Subtractive (RYB): Pigments absorb 

(subtract) parts of the spectrum. More 
mixing = less light reflected = darker, 
muddier results. 

• Additive (RGB): Light sources combine 
(add) wavelengths. More mixing = more 
brightness = new colors forming from 
overlap. 

In additive mixing: 
• Red + Green = Yellow 
• Green + Blue = Cyan 
• Blue + Red = Magenta 
• All three together (R+G+B) = White or 

neutral 

This is not theoretical — you can see it in 
action when overlapping gelled lights. 

Before diving into mixing outcomes, it’s 
worth noting that not all gels are created 
equal. Rosco’s patented CalColor® system 
offers color-accurate filters in six hues
—primaries (Red, Green, Blue), 
secondaries (Cyan, Magenta, 
Yellow), plus pink and 
lavender—each available 
in four graduated 
densities (15, 30, 60, 
90). This makes them 
remarkably precise for 
additive color blending, 
allowing you to dial in 
subtle accents or dramatic 
effects with confidence. 

To demonstrate what happens when you mix 
colored light, I built a chart using the most 
saturated (90-density) version of six CalColor 
gels (Red, Green, Blue, Cyan, Magenta, 
Yellow). I placed grid reflectors on two lights, 
applied a pair of gels at a time, and 
overlapped the beams on a neutral gray 
background. The 15 resulting combinations 
reveal exactly how additive mixing behaves: 
• Red + Blue = Magenta 
• Green + Magenta = White (canceling each 

other) 
• Cyan + Magenta = Blue 
• Yellow + Cyan = Green 
…and so on, across the entire chart. 

By thinking in terms of the RGB additive 
wheel, you can quickly predict outcomes. A 
simple rule of thumb: if two gels are opposite 
each other on the wheel, they cancel and 
produce neutral light. If they’re neighbors, 
the resulting color will land in between them 
on the wheel — what you see between them 
on the wheel is what you’ll get in the overlap. 
When three primaries or three secondaries 
overlap, the light goes neutral. In practice, 
red + green + blue or cyan + magenta + 
yellow will cancel into neutral white at the 
center, while the spill around the edges 
reveals their component hues. 
Photographers can use this creatively by 

placing the subject in the neutral 
overlap for a clean key light 

while letting the colorful RGB 
or CMY fringes define the 

shadows. It’s also 
important to remember 
that gels absorb a 
significant amount of 
light, which is likely 

why some mistakenly 
believe this blend 

produces black — a 
misconception that confuses 
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WHEN COLORS COLLIDE:
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Overlapping pairs of saturated gels reveal how additive mixing creates new colors — sometimes blending 
smoothly, other times canceling each other out. These 15 examples illustrate the RGB logic of light rather than 
the subtractive rules of pigments you learned growing up.
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This portrait of Samantha was lit with 
RGB and daylight-balanced LEDs. 
Because LEDs are far less powerful 
than strobes, the exposure had to be 
pushed to 1/125 second, f/6.3, ISO 
1600. The result demonstrates both 
the creative flexibility of full-color 
continuous light and the compromises 
required when working at lower 
output levels.
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absorption with additive mixing. 

RGB LEDS AS PRECISION TOOLS 

The rise of RGB LED fixtures has expanded 
what was once only possible with gels. With 
these, you can dial in exact hue, saturation, 
and brightness digitally, often even blending 
multiple tones in one fixture. Advantages 
include: 

While LEDs cannot compete with the 
brightness and action-stopping capabilities 
of strobes, they excel in scenarios where 
setup speed and the ability to see results in 
real time are more important. 

COLOR HARMONY IN 
POST 
Even with careful planning on set, color 
harmony almost always benefits from 
refinement in post-production. Editing gives 
you the opportunity to either reinforce the 
palette you’ve built through styling and 
lighting or to introduce subtle shifts that 
change the emotional tone of the image. 

Often, the process begins with small 
refinements. A background that feels just a 
little too warm, for instance, can be nudged 
cooler or slightly desaturated to restore 
balance without altering the subject. These 
adjustments don’t overhaul the scene — they 
simply bring all of the elements into closer 
alignment so the image feels cohesive. 

At other times, post-production becomes a 
way to decide between neutralizing and 
enhancing. You may correct discordant 
casts, like an unwanted green tint bouncing 
off a wall, to clean up the image. Or, you 
might lean into harmony deliberately, 
pushing saturation to make complementary 

hues more vivid or softening one color to 
allow another to dominate. 

The real power comes from selective 
adjustments. With HSL sliders, masking, and 
localized color tools, you can target 
individual elements — a jacket, a prop, a 
backdrop — without affecting skin tones or 
throwing off the overall balance. This level of 
precision makes it possible to guide the 
viewer’s eye through intentional use of color 
rather than global corrections that flatten the 
look. 

And through it all, realism is most often 
anchored in skin. You can exaggerate a 
palette to achieve a stylized effect, but if skin 
tones drift too far, the image can lose its 
believability. Preserving natural-looking skin 
while shifting other colors allows the work to 
remain grounded, even when the palette is 
expressive or heightened. 

The key, ultimately, is intentionality. Whether 
you’re neutralizing distractions or enhancing 
harmony, every choice in post should serve 
the story you want the image to tell. 
Absolutely heard. Here’s the full, book-style 
case-study section—no bullets, no 
PowerPoint voice—woven tightly to the 
chapter’s ideas (harmony schemes, additive 
vs. subtractive color, cultural/psychology 
notes, gels vs. LEDs), and with the concrete 
exposure data and meter readings preserved 
from your layouts. 

DESIGNING WITH 
COLOR, LIGHT, AND 
INTENTION ON SET 
The following case studies aren’t just 
demonstrations of lighting technique—
they’re exercises in designing with color on 
purpose. Each look takes a different path: 
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mixing primaries to create secondaries, 
leaning into monochrome with a 
complementary whisper, or blending strobes 
and LEDs to prove that harmony is about 
relationships, not recipes. Together, they 
show that color theory comes alive only 
when it’s disciplined by exposure, meter 
readings, and modifier choices. By breaking 
down these portraits, you’ll see how additive 
mixing really behaves on set, how 
monochrome can carry emotional weight, 
and how complements can be sculpted from 
light itself. More importantly, you’ll see that 
every choice—what to meter, what to 
balance, what to let drift—isn’t technical 
trivia, but part of how you direct the viewer’s 
eye. 

RGB → CMY: PASTELS ON WHITE, 
NEON ON GRAY 

I wanted a sequence that doesn’t just 
describe additive color— it shows it, cleanly 
and undeniably. The first concept does that 
twice: once on white resulting in more subtle 
color and once on gray for saturated 
shadows. 

For the white-background version, I placed 
three strobes with grid reflectors, each fitted 
with a Rosco CalColor 90-series gel—red, 
green, and blue—and aimed them so their 
beams overlapped on the subjects, Payton 
and Andrew. I metered each light 
independently at the models’ position and 
matched their outputs so the three primaries 
met at equal strength. Shot on a Canon EOS 
R5 with the RF 28–70mm F2L USM at 66 mm, 
my exposure was 1/200 second at f/5.6 at 
ISO 320. In theory, additive mixing says that 
equal RGB in the overlap produces neutral, 
and on a white wall that should read as a 
bright, nearly white. In practice, though, the 
overlap doesn’t render as perfectly white 

across the background. Variations in gel 
transmission, reflector spread, and the 
variable distance to the wall from each light 
introduce slight imbalances, so the 
intersection drifts toward a tinted neutral. On 
the subjects themselves—closer to the 
metered plane—the balance looks cleaner, 
but by the time the beams travel back to the 
wall, those small differences add up. 

As the subjects step away from the 
backdrop, their bodies selectively block one 
or two beams; that selective blocking is what 
paints cyan, magenta, and yellow shadows 
on the wall and floor. Where red is blocked, 
green+blue remain and the shadow goes 
cyan; where blue is blocked, red+green make 
yellow; where green is blocked, red+blue 
make magenta. The principle is reliable even 
if the overlap isn’t textbook white—what 
matters is that the three beams are balanced 
at the subject plane. 

The gray-background variant with Terrence 
uses the same geometry but trades the lofty 
pastels of white for richer color separation. 
On a gray wall, the colored shadows read 
with greater saturation, and the neutral 
overlap becomes cleaner. Each gelled head 
was metered to the same reading at the 
subject’s position; the neutral overlap lit the 
face, and the wall was hit with red, green, 
and blue shadows—each created when one 
of the cyan, magenta, or yellow beams was 
blocked. The viewer doesn’t care that the 
ingredients were cyan, magenta, and yellow; 
what they see are the resulting red, green, 
and blue relationships on the wall. That’s 
why, when we discuss harmony, we judge 
the outcome—the colors in play—not the 
technical recipe that produced them. 

If you don’t have a light meter, achieving this 
look becomes significantly more difficult. 
The effect depends on each gelled strobe 
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delivering equal strength at the subject 
plane, and even small mismatches will throw 
the colors out of balance.  

Red and Green Gels: When these two colors 
overlap, the result is yellow light. Yellow is the 
secondary color in the RGB color model. 

Green and Blue Gels: The overlapping of green 
and blue gels produces cyan light. Cyan is the 
secondary color in the RGB color model. 

Red and Blue Gels: When red and blue light mix, 
the resulting color is magenta. Magenta is the 
secondary color in the RGB color model. 
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MONOCHROMATIC MAGIC (WITH 
A COMPLEMENTARY WHISPER) 

For Pierre’s portrait, the goal was a 
monochrome story in blue—proof that you 
don’t have to bathe the subject in color to 
make a color-forward image. Instead, I let the 
background carry the hue and kept the skin 
luminous and natural so the face remained 
the star. 

The key was an Elinchrom Rotalux Deep 
Octabox (70 cm / 27.5″), boomed overhead 
and feathered so it skimmed down the front 
of the face without blasting the background. 
To pull Pierre off the set, I added two 
Elinchrom Rotalux Stripboxes (30 × 100 cm) 
to left and right as subtle edges lights. Then I 
aimed two gridded reflectors—each gelled 
blue—at the textured black plastic wall 
behind him, essentially “painting” the set 
rather than the skin. I used a Canon EOS R5 
with the RF 28–70 mm f/2L at 70 mm, 1/200 
second, f/3.2, ISO 100. I chose that slightly 
open aperture on purpose; it softened the 
repeating wall panels just enough to feel 
expensive without turning them to mush. 

In terms of exposure, the main light was 
metered at f/3.2, each edge light from the 
strip softboxes metered at f/1.4, and the two 
blue background heads combined measured 
at f/2.5. This balance kept the key dominant, 
the edges subtle enough to carve dimension 
without flattening the cheeks, and the 
background rich but still subordinate to the 
subject. 

With the addition of his blue suit, the 
harmony reads monochromatic at first 
glance—blue on blue on blue. But portraits 
always carry a constant: skin tone. No matter 
the shade, human skin leans warm, which 
means even in a monochrome design you 
get an inherent counterpoint. Here, the 

orange cast of skin 
against the 
surrounding blue 
introduces a 
complementary 
undercurrent. The 
result illustrates a 
core theme of this 
chapter: harmony 
isn’t a rigid rule you follow, 
but a lever you pull to direct 
attention. In this case, 
monochrome establishes mood, 
while that quiet whisper of 
complementary harmony anchors the 
viewer’s gaze on Pierre’s face. 
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LAWAUN — COMPLEMENTARY 
SYMMETRY WITH MIXED SOURCES 

This portrait of Lawaun was created during a 
workshop I taught in Los Angeles, and the 
concept was as personal as it was technical. 
When I asked him about his favorite colors, 
he immediately said purple and yellow—he’s 
a lifelong Lakers fan. That choice gave us 
both palette and story, but it also gave me an 
opportunity to demonstrate one of this 
chapter’s key lessons: complementary 
harmony can be built with light, not just with 
wardrobe or painted backdrops. Purple and 
yellow sit as direct complements on the RYB 
wheel, and by rendering them through 

colored light we demonstrate that harmony 
depends on the relationships the viewer 
perceives—not on which tool or medium 
produced them. 

I built the yellow accents with four Nanlite 
PavoTube II 30C (4′, 55W) RGBWW LEDs, two 
placed behind each shoulder and set to full 
output. Because LEDs are nowhere near as 
bright as flash, they determined the baseline 
for the whole setup. I knew I wanted to shoot 
around f/5.6 for depth of field, so I metered 
the tubes and raised ISO until I got the 
reading I was looking for: at full power they 
gave me 1/200 second at f/2.8, ISO 500. 
Then I set my camera to 1/200 second f/5.6 
ISO 500. 

For the key light, I boomed a 70 cm (27.5″) 
Elinchrom Rotalux Deep Octabox directly 
over the camera and angled it downward 
about 45°. It metered at f5.6. I removed the 
outer diffusion to create more contrast on 
Lawaun’s skin. Even at minimum pack power, 
the strobe ran a little too hot against my LED 
baseline, so I cut it with a Matthews 
RoadRags II 24″×36″ double-net scrim. This 
let me keep the light’s character intact while 
shaving its intensity. A silver collapsible 
reflector below his chin bounced fill upward, 
completing a clamshell pattern that 
emphasized the symmetry of his face. For 
mounting, I used a Studio Titan Side Kick 
STA-06-090 stand, which let the octa live 
over the lens without blocking my shooting 
position. 

To build the purple half of the pairing, I 
positioned an Elinchrom FIVE with a 18 cm 
(7″) grid reflector, gelled in purple, and 
aimed it at the gray backdrop. When the 
strobe misfired on one frame, the bare 
background revealed just how decisively the 
gel reshaped the scene. 
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The one adjustment I wish I’d made was 
shooting at f/8 instead of f/5.6. At such close 
range, the shallower depth from my 
RF70-200mm F4 L IS USM @ 120mm 
 of field left Lawaun’s lips softer than I 
wanted, and I had to fix it in post. 
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SHOWCASING SOPHIA 

I started by placing two Nanlite PavoTube II 
30C 4′ (55 W) RGBWW LEDs just behind 
Sophia—one over each shoulder—to build 
vibrant magenta edge light that wrapped her 
hair and separated her from the light blue 
paper background. For the key on her face, I 
used a Nanlite Forza 60C fitted with the PJ-
FMM Projection Attachment (optical snoot) 
and closed the internal blades down to a 
narrow slit. That slit let me paint a 
controllable wedge across her cheekbones 
and eye without blowing out the rest of the 
face—movie-light precision in a stills 
workflow. Towards the end of the shoot, I 
experimented with a homemade cucoloris to 
block some of the light from hitting her arm, 
but ultimately, I preferred the earlier frames.. 

To bring the background to life, I used an 
Elininchrom FIVE strobe with a 21 cm / 8.3″ 
grid reflector paired with an Elinchrom FIVE. 
Instead of firing the flash, I took advantage of 
its 26 W LED modeling lamp and added a 
magenta gel to push the set toward purple. 
Underexposure and interaction with the 
other sources created a gradient from deep 
orchid to midnight blue. I used a Canon EOS 
R5, and an RF 85 mm f/1.2L USM. My 
exposure was 1/250 second, f/5.6, ISO 800. 

Her skin and the blue-violet tones in the 
frame formed a split-complementary 
harmony on the RYB wheel, a pairing that 
reads lush and balanced rather than loud or 
jarring. 
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COHESION THROUGH 
COLOR 
In this chapter, we explored how color 
choices unify styling, lighting, and art 
direction into a cohesive visual language. 
Color harmony begins with understanding 
theory — the difference between additive 
RGB light mixing and subtractive pigment-
based models like RYB/CMY. From there, we 
saw how these systems inform wardrobe, set 
design, and props, and how they connect to 
the emotional and cultural meanings of 
color. 

Lighting then extends these choices: gels 
and LEDs allow photographers to sculpt 
color directly into the scene, while post-
production offers the opportunity to refine, 
exaggerate, or neutralize those palettes. 

The throughline is that color isn’t just an 
aesthetic decision — it’s a storytelling tool. 
Harmony can feel safe and pleasing, while 
discord can feel edgy and provocative. By 
balancing theory with intention, and styling 
with lighting, photographers can craft 
images that resonate both visually and 
emotionally. 

This portrait of Chris closes the chapter with a pure 
example of RYB triadic harmony. Red, yellow, and blue 
appear in balanced proportion through set design and 
wardrobe alone—no gels required. It underscores that 
color isn’t just about lighting choices; harmony can be 
built directly into styling and environment. 
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CHAPTER 7 QUIZ – 
COLOR THEORY 
1. Which of the following best describes the 
concept of color harmony in photography? 
A. Coordinating colors across styling, props, 
and lighting for cohesion  
B. Matching white balance settings to 
neutralize mixed lighting 
C. Using only the RGB wheel when planning 
a shoot 
D. Avoiding complementary colors because 
they clash 

2. What does the RYB color wheel primarily 
apply to in photography? 
A. Digital sensors 
B. Pigments, paints, and dyes 
C. RGB LED lighting systems 
D. Color grading software 

3. Which color harmony scheme uses colors 
directly opposite each other on the wheel? 
A. Analogous 
B. Triadic 
C. Complementary 
D. Tetradic 

4. Monochromatic color harmony involves: 
A. Using three evenly spaced colors 
B. Building an image around one hue and its 
tints, tones, or shades 
C. Pairing colors directly across the wheel 
D. Using warm and cool tones in equal 
balance 

5. In additive mixing, combining red and 
green produces: 
A. Blue 
B. Violet 
C. Cyan 
D. Yellow 

6. A triadic color scheme is achieved by: 

A. Using neighboring colors on the wheel 
B. Combining a base color with two near-
opposites 
C. Selecting three evenly spaced hues on the 
wheel 
D. Mixing complementary pairs with neutral 
gray 

7. What is the visual effect often associated 
with using analogous colors in wardrobe and 
backdrop styling? 
A. High-contrast separation between subject 
and background 
B. A cohesive look by combining 
neighboring hues 
C. Strong visual discord through clashing 
colors 
D. A simulation of additive RGB mixing 

8. The psychological interpretation of color 
in photography should be understood as: 
A. Absolute facts proven scientifically 
B. Cultural conventions, historical traditions, 
and general associations 
C. Universal responses shared across all 
people 
D. Irrelevant to portraiture 

9. What is a practical way to refine color 
harmony during editing? 
A. Using HSL sliders to adjust specific hues 
without affecting skin tones 
B. Resetting all colors to grayscale  
C. Only correcting white balance globally 
D. Increasing contrast instead of adjusting 
color 

10. Which post-production adjustment is 
most effective for reinforcing 
complementary color schemes? 
A. Converting to monochrome 
B. Using a neutral density filter 
C. Applying a global exposure correction 
D. Boosting the saturation of opposing hues 
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Answer Key: 

1 — A 
2 — B 
3 — C 
4 — B 
5 — D 
6 — C 
7 — B 
8 — B 
9 — A 

10 — D
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Chapter 8 

COMPOSITION & 
CREATIVE VISION
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S-Curves — One of the 
compositional systems explored 
in this chapter, the S-curve 
creates a graceful, flowing line 
that guides the viewer’s eye. In 
this portrait, her left arm leads 
into the tilt of her head, sweeps 
through the arch of her waist, 
and continues down her 
extended leg. This fluid motion 
carries the gaze in waves from 
top to bottom, contrasting the 
organic curve of the body with 
the rigid geometry of the cart 
and handle.
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Composition is more than arranging 
objects inside a rectangle — it’s the 
photographer’s blueprint for guiding 

the eye and shaping meaning. Every choice 
contributes: where you stand, how you 
frame, how light falls, and even how a 
subject holds their body. 

Framing and perspective decide how 
subjects relate to their environment. Props 
and sets create context. Light carves depth 
and mood. And posing — the subtlest but 
most personal element — turns a body from 
static into expressive, transforming hands, 
limbs, and posture into lines that either 
distract or enhance. 

Taken together, these decisions form 
intention. Nothing in the frame should be 
accidental. Every line, every gesture, every 
shadow carries weight. Mastering 
composition is learning to see those 
elements not as separate, but as a system — 
a choreography of space, body, and light — 
that makes the final image feel inevitable. 

FRAMING AND 
PERSPECTIVE 
When most photographers think about 
composition, they imagine moving the 
subject within the frame: centered, off to one 
side, or aligned with a grid. But long before 
you decide where to place your subject, you 
must decide where to place yourself. Camera 
position is the foundation of composition. 

A shift in lens focal length or camera height 
can transform the relationship between 
subject and environment. A wide-angle lens 
exaggerates perspective: objects close to 
the camera appear much larger than those 
farther away. This can be used creatively in 
portraits to make limbs stretch or to 

emphasize foreground props, but it must be 
handled carefully to avoid distortion of facial 
features. A telephoto lens, by contrast, 
compresses distance, stacking foreground 
and background together and creating a 
sense of intimacy or graphic flatness. Neither 
choice is “right” or “wrong”—but each 
carries meaning. 

Camera height is just as powerful. As a 
general rule of thumb: 
• Headshots look most natural when 

photographed from chest level or slightly 
above. 

• Three-quarter portraits are best framed 
from just below waist level to preserve 
proportions. 

• Full-length portraits often look strongest 
from the waist or lower, which elongates 
the body. 

These are safe starting points, but once you 
understand them, you can push and adapt. 
Lowering the camera for a full-body shot can 
make legs appear longer and the subject 
more heroic. Raising the angle slightly on 
heavier subjects can minimize double chins, 
and make th body look smaller relative to the 
face. The principle is consistent: whatever is 
closest to the lens looks larger, and whatever 
is farthest looks smaller. Master that 
relationship, and you control how powerful, 
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delicate, or dynamic your subject appears. 

Camera height also influences mood. At eye 
level, portraits feel neutral, as though you’re 
on equal footing with the subject. From 
below, the subject grows in stature, chin 
lifted, dominant and imposing. From above, 
the subject diminishes — a perspective that 
can soften or flatter, or make children appear 
small, vulnerable, even innocent. 

Composition isn’t just where you place your 
subject in the frame — it’s where you place 
yourself in relation to them. The camera’s 
position is your first and most powerful 
compositional decision. 

COMPOSITIONAL 
SYSTEMS 
Photographers have inherited a long 
tradition of compositional frameworks from 
painting, architecture, and design. These 
systems are not laws but guides—grids and 
ratios that have proven pleasing to the 
human eye. Learning them gives you tools to 
organize visual information so that your 
subject is not lost in chaos. 

The most familiar is 
the rule of thirds. 
Imagine dividing 
the frame into nine 
equal rectangles 
with two vertical 
and two horizontal lines. Placing key 
elements—an eye, a horizon, a tree—along 
these lines or at their intersections tends to 
feel balanced yet dynamic. You can see this 
in the chapter opener with Dyren, where the 
placement of his body relative to the window 
shadow illustrates how thirds create energy 
and balance. 

Beyond thirds lies 
the golden ratio or 
spiral, a proportion 
of roughly 1:1.618 
that appears in 
shells, leaves, and 
galaxies. In composition, this ratio is often 
visualized as a Fibonacci spiral that curls 
gracefully toward a focal point. Positioning 
the subject’s eye or a key object near the 
spiral’s core is similar to placing it at a rule-
of-thirds intersection — but here the 
difference is motion. The spiral gives the 
viewer’s eye a path to follow, as though the 
image itself is drawing you inward. Unlike the 
static grid of thirds, the spiral feels fluid, 
making it especially effective when curves in 
the subject or set echo that natural arc. 

Another classical 
tool is the golden 
triangle. Here the 
frame is divided 
diagonally, corner to 
corner, with 
perpendicular lines 
dropping to form four triangles. 
Compositions that place subjects along 
these diagonals or within the triangular 
spaces feel energetic and directional. 
Imagine a dancer’s extended arm, a ladder 
leaning against a wall, or even the tilt of a 
subject’s jaw—these diagonals create motion 
within stillness. 

There is also the rule of odds: groups of 
three or five objects feel more visually 
interesting than pairs. This applies equally in 
still life, landscape, and portraiture. Three 
trees on a hill feel balanced yet varied; five 
apple boxes stacked around a subject 
suggest rhythm; three people in a group 
portrait allow for hierarchy—one dominant, 
two supporting. 
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Golden Triangle —The edge of the rooftop traces a 
diagonal line running cleanly from the lower right 
corner toward the road in the distance, completing 
the core diagonal as it leads into the top left. The 
model’s right leg rises from near the lower left 
corner to meet that diagonal, forming one of the 
supporting perpendiculars. Finally, a through-line 
can be imagined passing through his tilted neck and 
hat in the upper right, intersecting the core 
diagonal and completing the triangular balance. 
Together, these lines divide the frame into dynamic 
shapes that guide the viewer’s attention naturally 
toward the subject’s face.
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And finally, we must not forget the power of 
leading lines, S-curves, and symmetry. 
A road winding through a valley, a staircase 
railing, or the drape of a gown—all can be 
used to guide the viewer’s eye through the 
image. The line is not just a path but a story, 
telling the eye where to enter, where to 
linger, and where to rest. 

S-curves are especially elegant because they 
combine rhythm with direction. They slow 
the eye down, creating a sense of grace and 
natural flow. From a river meandering 
through a landscape to the curve of a 
model’s arm, S-curves feel organic and 
human, adding softness even in geometric 
spaces. 

Symmetry, on the other hand, creates an 

entirely different mood. A perfectly centered 
subject—whether a face, a building, or a 
reflection in water—feels formal, stable, and 
authoritative. Symmetry gives the viewer a 
sense that everything is intentional and 
orderly. Asymmetry, by contrast, feels 
dynamic and alive: a lone figure on one side 
of the frame balanced by negative space or 
props on the other. Both approaches are 
valid. The key is to decide whether the story 
calls for stillness and balance—or for motion 
and tension. 

When used together, these tools—lines, 
curves, and symmetry—allow photographers 
to control movement and balance in an 
image with precision. A symmetrical frame 
can be broken by a diagonal line to introduce 
energy. An S-curve can soften what would 

Rule of Odds – Three women form a natural rhythm. 
Odd numbers prevent the symmetry of pairs from 
feeling stiff, creating variety within unity.

Dyren’s eyes sit at the intersection of the top and 
left third lines — a classic rule-of-thirds placement 
that draws immediate focus.
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Symmetry – This portrait 
leans into symmetry, with 

the subject centered in the 
frame. His gaze, shoulders, 

and balanced lighting 
create a stable mirrored 

composition.
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otherwise be a rigid composition. Leading 
lines can pull the viewer into the heart of the 
symmetry, or deliberately disrupt it. 

Each of these systems—the rule of thirds, 
golden spiral, golden triangle, rule of odds, 
leading lines, S-curves, and symmetry—
offers a different way of thinking about how 
to place elements in a frame. The goal is not 
to memorize them but to internalize their 
rhythms so that, when composing, you feel 
whether something sits harmoniously or 
needs adjustment. 

LIGHT AS A COMPOSITIONAL 
TOOL 

Composition is not only about where 
subjects and objects are placed; it is about 

how light organizes the frame. The brightest 
area of an image usually attracts the eye first. 
This is why portrait photographers so often 
ensure that the subject’s face is the brightest 
part of the frame. If the background or 
clothing outshines the face, attention drifts. 

Shadows, too, play a compositional role. A 
shadow can create a triangle under the eye 
(the Rembrandt triangle), echo the diagonals 
of a golden triangle, or carve an S-curve 
down a cheek. Shadows are not absence but 
shape; they sculpt the face and the scene. 

Gradients of light—subtle transitions from 
bright to dark—serve as vectors. They pull 
the gaze from one area to another, creating 
movement. A softly lit background that 
darkens toward the edges becomes a natural 

Props like the ladder and Mole Richardson Fresnels 
act as compositional anchors. Their vertical height 
balances the seated subject, preventing the frame 
from feeling bottom-heavy. Notice also how the 
subject’s head falls near a rule-of-thirds 
intersection—this subtle placement ensures the 
eye rests naturally on the face before exploring the 
supporting props.
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vignette, holding the viewer’s eye inside the 
frame. Even without added props, light itself 
can create compositional structure. 

Ratios between lights also influence 
composition. A high key image, with minimal 
shadow, feels open and spacious, while a low 
key image with strong contrast feels closed 
and dramatic. In both cases, light does more 
than illuminate: it orders the scene. 

STORYTELLING THROUGH 
COMPOSITION 

All composition is, at its core, storytelling. A 
centered, symmetrical frame communicates 
stability, calm, or authority. An asymmetrical 
frame—subject pushed to one side—creates 
tension, motion, or anticipation. 

Balance can be symmetrical or asymmetrical. 
Symmetry is often associated with formality: 
architectural photographs, head-on portraits, 
or reflections in water. Asymmetry is 
dynamic: a lone figure on one side balanced 
by negative space on the other, or a subject 
low in the frame balanced by dramatic sky 
above. Both are tools; neither is inherently 
better. 

Emphasis determines where the viewer looks 
first. Often the eye goes to brightness or 
contrast, but emphasis can also be created 
with color (a red dress in a field of green), 
with scale (a small child against a towering 
door), or with sharpness (a face in focus 
against a blurred background). 

Unity ensures that all elements in the frame 
belong together. A prop that clashes in era or 
tone with the wardrobe breaks unity. Variety 
prevents monotony: repeating the same 
shapes or tones without variation makes 
images feel flat. Rhythm arises from 

repetition with variation: fence posts 
marching into distance or repeating panels 
of molding on a wall. 

Proportion and scale control how the viewer 
perceives importance. A chair too large can 
dwarf a subject; a small ladder can make 
them appear statuesque. Movement is the 
visual path the eye takes through the image, 
often guided by lines, curves, or directional 
light. 

These are not abstract theories but practical 
levers. If an image feels dull, ask: where is 
the emphasis? If it feels chaotic, ask: where is 
the unity? If it feels static, ask: where is the 
movement? Composition is diagnosis and 
cure. 

PROPS AS 
COMPOSITIONAL 
ANCHORS 
Props are not decorations; they are 
compositional anchors. A chair, a ladder, a 
bouquet of flowers—these are not only 
objects but lines, shapes, and masses within 
the frame. Their presence changes how the 
viewer reads the space. 

The key is intention. A prop that is chosen 
carelessly becomes clutter, pulling attention 
away from the subject without giving 
anything back. A prop that is chosen 
deliberately becomes a partner in the visual 
story. An apple box can raise a subject to 
align with a window, but it can also act as a 
compositional block—its edges reinforcing 
horizontals or verticals already in the scene. 
A chair with strong diagonals can echo a 
golden triangle; a mirror can multiply lines 
and create rhythm. 

Think of props as tools to control balance 
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and emphasis. A tall prop on one side of the 
frame can counterweight negative space on 
the other. A brightly colored prop can serve 
as a secondary emphasis, pulling the 
viewer’s eye after they land on the subject. 
Texture also plays a role: a weathered 
wooden stool against a smooth fabric 
backdrop introduces variety and tactile 
richness. 

WHERE TO SOURCE PROPS 

Some of the most compelling studio objects 
come from thrift stores, flea markets, garage 
sales, or even the curb on bulk-trash day. 
Worn furniture, mismatched frames, ladders, 
industrial stools—these items carry history 
and texture that new furniture often lacks. 

That said, thrift stores can sometimes feel 

like a mix of junk, while true antique shops 
often lean too expensive. A sweet spot lies in 
places that resell salvaged building materials
—like Habitat for Humanity’s ReStores—
where you can find old kitchen cabinets, 
doors, shelving, and furniture. They often 
bridge the gap between affordability and 
character. 

Apple boxes are another staple. Most arrive 
as raw wood sealed with a thin varnish. With 
just a few minutes of sanding to knock down 
that surface, you can brush on and rag off 
the stain as soon as you’re done applying to 
give them the warmth of aged wood. The 
result feels less like a production tool and 
more like a vintage piece of set dressing. 
When selecting props, think long term. 
Neutral items like apple boxes, plain chairs, 
or wooden stools are endlessly versatile and 

Jasmine surrounded by trunks, furs, and a frame — 
each prop acts as an anchor, balancing texture and 
geometry while amplifying her presence in the 
frame. Her body creates the main diagonal of a 
golden triangle, while the fur and empty frame echo 
secondary diagonals, reinforcing structure within 
the composition.
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repay the investment. Statement pieces—an 
antique chaise, a bold patterned rug—should 
be chosen sparingly but can define a series 
of images. The trick is balance: a collection 
that is both functional and characterful. 

INTEGRATING PROPS INTO 
COMPOSITION 

Placing a prop in the set is not the end of the 
decision; it is the beginning. The question is: 
how does this object relate to the subject 
and the frame? 

Props can act as leading lines, pointing 
toward the subject. They can also act as 
framing devices—two tall ladders, for 
instance, narrowing the space and directing 
the gaze inward. A prop can echo the pose 
of a subject, reinforcing gesture: a subject 
leaning back on a chair mirrors the diagonal 
of the chair legs, creating cohesion. 

Scale is crucial. A prop too large will 
overpower the subject, making the person 
seem diminished. A prop too small may feel 
inconsequential, leaving the frame 
unbalanced. Consider not only the object’s 
size in the real world but also its size relative 
to the lens and perspective you choose. A 
small stool placed close to a wide-angle lens 
will appear exaggerated; the same stool at 
telephoto distance will quietly support. 

Finally, props must be integrated with light. A 
reflective surface like a mirror or a metal 
bucket can kick unexpected highlights into 
the frame. A matte surface can absorb light 
and deepen shadows. Even color matters: a 
red prop in a composition otherwise 
governed by cool tones introduces contrast, 
for better or worse. Each prop is another 
player in the design. 

BUILDING MINI-SETS 
You don’t always need a warehouse or 
permanent build-outs to create depth in the 
studio. Sometimes all it takes are two 4×8’ 
sheets of wall paneling. Lean them into an 
existing corner, or brace one against a wall 
and the other against a perpendicular shelf. 
Instantly you’ve created a backdrop that 
feels different from the raw studio walls—and 
when the shoot is done, you can take it apart 
in minutes. 
If you want to take this idea further, you can 
build a freestanding corner. I framed one 
4×8’ wall and another at 8×8’, attached them 
in an L-shape, and then skinned them in 
smooth wall paneling. To finish it, I glued on 
inexpensive plastic molding to suggest 
architectural detail and painted the whole 
thing green—the same green as the chairs I 
placed in front of it. For the floor, I laid two 
additional 4×8’ sheets of paneling that read 
as wood flooring. The result wasn’t just a 
background; it was a set with geometry—
verticals, horizontals, and diagonals—that 
shaped the composition. I could photograph 
into the corner from a variety of angles, 
creating a dynamic environment full of visual 
variety. Depending on how you place your 
subject, those surfaces can provide leading 
lines, repeating patterns, or strong diagonals 
that reinforce classic compositional systems. 

The beauty of a mini-set like this is that it can 
evolve. A simple repaint or a new piece of 
furniture instantly changes the mood without 
requiring a rebuild. Even now, with neutral 
walls, it may be possible to select the 
background in post and change the color 
digitally, so the set continues to pay 
dividends. 

Mini-sets like these show how a modest 
investment can multiply your options: start 
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with a pair of leaning flats for speed and 
flexibility—maybe even hinge them together 
somehow—and when you’re ready, you can 
step up to a framed, finished build that can 
anchor multiple looks and expand the visual 
variety and compositional options in your 
studio for years. 

POSING: GUIDING 
WITHOUT 
OVERCONTROLLING 
Posing is one of the most personal aspects of 
portraiture. My style is usually reactive rather 
than active. I let subjects fall into their 
natural stance, then refine what doesn’t work 
— tense fists, awkward ankles, crossed arms 
gripping too tightly. Be wary of hands and 
arms pointed at the camera, as that can 
make them look short. Sometimes small 
encouragements are enough: “try shifting 
your weight,” or “let’s soften that hand.” If all 
else fails, I’ll step in and pose them directly, 
like a mannequin, to reset their body 
language. 

The goal isn’t to force people into shapes 
that feel unnatural. It’s to notice what’s 
distracting, eliminate it, and highlight what 
flatters. Remember this line: tension draws 
attention. 

WOMEN’S POSING ESSENTIALS 

Women’s posing often emphasizes flow and 
softness. Women often look best with an S-
curve through the body and hands angled 
away from camera. There’s a long-standing 
convention in portraiture that we should 
avoid showing the back of a woman’s hand — 
and sometimes this applies to men as well. 
Why? Because the back of the hand can look 
large and start competing with the face for 
attention. 

After two years, I repainted the green walls gray for 
more versatility.

A casino-inspired setup in my mini-set with green-
paneled walls: color, props, and architecture 
combine to shape mood and compositional 
geometry. The final results appear at the end of 
Chapter 6.
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A lifted hand frames her face without showing its 
back, while the tilt of her head and diagonal 
shoulder line create graceful flow. By keeping the 
arm close to the body, the pose feels strong and 
intimate, focusing attention on her expression.
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Instead, rotate the wrist so the knuckles or 
the blade of the hand is toward the camera. 
A good trick is to have your subject pose 
their hand in a wave, so the pinky almost 
touches the wrist, and then let each finger 
bend slightly less as you move toward the 
index finger, which barely curves inward. 
Watch out for odd arrangements — for 
example, when the ring finger bends more 
than the pinky, it can look awkward. 

Across the board, little refinements — 
rotating wrists, lifting a heel, shifting weight 
— are what transform stiff into natural. Be 
alert to awkward or strained positions here, 
too. A bent ankle, a hand gripped tightly, or 
an over-arched back may not feel 
uncomfortable to the subject in the moment, 

but it photographs as tension. Correcting 
those details — asking her to relax the hand, 
set the toes flat, or soften the arch — keeps 
the pose confident and fluid. 

Often the goal in posing women is to 
accentuate curves. Turning the body slightly 
away from the light can slim the waist while 
emphasizing hips and bust. Hands on the 
waist can reinforce the hourglass, acting like 
a “virtual belt.” Crossing the ankles is another 
simple way to add refinement: it tapers the 
lower body, introduces subtle asymmetry, 
and extends the line of the legs. Bending the 
knees toward each other and keeping a heel 
lifted adds elegance and energy. Look for 
variety and shape above all else. Triangles — 
between arms and torso, or between legs — 

Notice how Tania’s ring finger bends more than the 
pinky — a small imbalance that can look awkward. 
Watching for these subtle hand poses ensures the 
pose feels intentional and refined.

Sophia’s hand frames her face with only the blade 
visible, not the back, while each finger bends in a 
subtle wave — pinky tucked more, index less. This 
small refinement keeps attention on her expression 
and avoids distraction.



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                           		202

Sophia combines 
multiple essentials: her 
arm lifted away from the 
body creates a slimming 
triangle, her right hand 
follows the graceful 
“wave” pose, and the tilt 
of her torso carries a 
subtle S-curve. The low 
angle elongates her legs, 
adding strength and 
elegance.
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create natural points of interest and a sense 
of flow. 

But not every pose depends on negative 
space. Sometimes bringing the arms inward 
creates strength and intimacy. By letting the 
arm rest close to the body and popping a 
shoulder forward, the line feels bold and 
confident, keeping attention squarely on the 
expression. This contrasts with arms angled 
away, which create slimming lines and 
triangular shapes. Both approaches have 
value — the choice depends on the mood 
you want to convey. 

MEN’S POSING ESSENTIALS 

For men, strength usually comes from a 

wider base and a relaxed, confident posture. 
Keep the chest lifted, shoulders back, and 
stance grounded. A squared frame 
communicates stability; subtle adjustments 
with hands or clothing add variety without 
breaking the sense of power. 

Above all, remember that with men you’re 
selling confidence and power — so avoid 
poses that look timid, cramped, or overly 
delicate unless the concept calls for it. 

FEET POSITIONING 

Where the feet go, 
the whole body 
follows. For men, a 
wide stance 
communicates 
stability, while 
shifting weight or 
lifting a heel can add 
energy and 
presence. Standing 
flat-footed, by contrast, often feels rigid and 
lifeless. 

But be alert to awkward or strained positions. 
A bent ankle might not feel uncomfortable to 
your subject in the moment — they’re too 
focused on the camera to notice — but it 
photographs as tension. If it looks painful, it’s 
going to make the viewer feel 
uncomfortable. When you see something like 
this, just have the model set their toes flat on 
the floor for a grounded, confident stance. 

LEG POSITIONING 

Legs set tone. A shoulder-width stance 
communicates strength for men, while a 
subtle cross or bent knee can add flow for 
women. Avoid locking the knees or bringing 
legs too close — both flatten energy. 

Oneka’s tilted hips and rotated torso accentuate 
curves and break straight lines, adding dimension 
and energy. The twist of her body softens the 
geometry of the striped dress.
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Jada’s pose shows how the back of a 
man’s hands can work in frame — adding 

strength and attitude. But watch for 
proportion: if the hands are too dominant, 
they can compete with the face and upset 

the balance of the portrait.
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ARMS AND HANDS 

Hands are the 
hardest detail to 
master. A flat palm 
or the back of a 
hand to camera 
competes with the 
face, making it look 
oversized. Rotate 
hands so the edge 
or knuckles face 
forward instead. Resting fingertips on a 
pocket or lightly adjusting clothing looks 
more natural than shoving hands deep into 
fabric. 
Also look for more unconscious tension. A 
clenched fist or stiff fingers often sneak in 

when people feel self-conscious. They don’t 
realize they’re doing it, but stands out on 
camera. Encourage them to breathe, relax 
the grip, and soften the fingers. The smallest 
release of tension can transform the whole 
pose. 

PROPS AND INTERACTION 

Props — stools, chairs, ladders — add levels 
and variety. They also give the subject 
something to do, easing nerves. The trick is 
balance: no one should look strained or 
awkward. A foot on a ladder or an elbow on a 
chair can make a pose grounded and 
dimensional. 

Feet shoulder-width apart, hands in pockets, chest 
slightly forward — relaxed confidence. But avoid 
the thumbs pointing towards the pelvis like this.

Jason with his heel lifted, slight forward lean — 
confident, dynamic stance.
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SITTING POSES 

Sitting often brings comfort — and 
opportunity. Upright posture conveys 
strength; leaning back with one arm draped 
adds ease. Avoid slouching unless it’s a 
deliberate vibe. Crossing legs can create 
shape for women, while men often look 
strongest with knees apart and weight 
slightly forward. 

HEAD AND EXPRESSION 

Expression carries the mood. A chin lifted 
slightly communicates confidence; chin 
dropped can feel thoughtful or moody. 
Extreme tilts, though, distort features. For 
both men and women, the goal is 
engagement — eyes connected, expression 

aligned with the tone of the image. 

CONFIDENCE ABOVE ALL 

No matter the pose, confidence makes it 
work. The most flattering shape falls flat if 
the subject looks unsure. That’s why my 
approach is always to let them move first, 
refine gently, and step in when necessary. 
When subjects feel supported, they project 
security — and that’s what elevates an image. 

And don’t forget the technical foundation: 
avoid cropping at the joints (elbows, knees, 
wrists, ankles). Cropping mid-limb makes the 
body feel cut off and distracts from the 
natural flow of the pose. 

One leg raised adds visual interest, while the right 
arm forms a clean triangle.

Seated on stool, leg crossed, arms resting — 
relaxed confidence
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COMPOSITION AS 
INTENTION 
When all of these elements—framing, 
perspective, props, sets, and light—are 
combined, the result is not simply a picture 
but a statement. Composition is the sum of 
choices that tell the viewer where to look 
and what to feel. 

There is no single formula. The rule of thirds 
may work in one case, but symmetry may be 

stronger in another. A mini-set may enhance 
one portrait, while an empty backdrop and a 
single chair may serve another. The through-
line is intention. Nothing in the frame should 
be accidental. Every line, every prop, every 
beam of light either contributes or distracts. 

This is the power of composition: to take the 
infinite possibilities of the world and distill 
them into a rectangle that feels inevitable. 
Whether you are photographing a face, a 
field, or a city street, composition is the 
bridge between observation and vision. 

Foot on ladder, leaning casually — sturdy and 
approachable.

Leaning forward, gripping stool, serious expression 
— intensity without stiffness.
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CHAPTER 8 QUIZ– 
COMPOSITION & 
CREATIVE VISION 
1. Composition in photography can best be 
described as: 
A) The technical measurement of exposure 
values. 
B) The arrangement of elements within the 
frame to direct the viewer’s eye and 
communicate intention. 
C) The choice of camera and lens for a given 
subject. 
D) The balance of flash and ambient light in a 
portrait. 

2. What effect does photographing a portrait 
from a low camera angle typically create? 
A) The subject appears smaller and weaker. 
B) The subject appears neutral and 
approachable. 
C) The subject appears more dominant and 
powerful. 
D) The subject appears distorted and 
abstracted. 

3. Which lens choice exaggerates 
perspective, making near objects appear 
much larger than those farther away? 
A) 200mm telephoto 
B) 85mm medium telephoto 
C) 35mm wide-angle 
D) Tilt-shift lens 

4. In the rule of thirds, what creates balance 
and interest in an image? 
A) Placing the subject in the exact center of 
the frame. 
B) Dividing the frame diagonally and aligning 
elements along the divisions. 
C) Using three light sources to balance 
exposure.  
D) Positioning key elements along the 
imaginary grid lines or their intersections. 

5. The golden ratio (Fibonacci spiral) differs 
from the rule of thirds because: 
A) It uses straight lines instead of curves. 
B) It creates a spiral that draws the viewer’s 
eye naturally into the frame. 
C) It centers the subject in the exact middle. 
D) It divides the frame into symmetrical 
halves. 

6. What is the golden triangle system? 
A) A compositional grid built on triangles 
derived from diagonals in the frame. 
B) A lighting ratio of 3:1 between key and fill. 
C) A triangle created by three objects in a 
frame. 
D) A pattern formed when light falls at 45 
degrees on a subject. 

7. According to the rule of odds, why do 
three or five objects often feel stronger than 
two or four? 
A) Even numbers create visual confusion. 
B) Odd numbers create a natural sense of 
variety and rhythm. 
C) Odd numbers are easier to light evenly. 
D) The human eye cannot process even-
numbered groupings. 

8. Which of the following best describes the 
role of leading lines? 
A) They flatten the scene for graphic effect. 
B) They provide reference for white balance. 
C) They divide the frame into equal halves for 
balance. 
D) They guide the viewer’s eye through the 
image toward the subject or point of 
emphasis. 

9. For a full-length portrait, what camera 
height will make the subject look more 
heroic? 
A) Eye level 
B) Shoulder level 
C) Chest level 
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D) Waist level or lower 

10. In composition, unity means: 
A) Ensuring all elements in the frame feel like 
they belong together. 
B) Making sure the subject is always 
centered.  
C) Using only one light source for clarity. 
D) Eliminating all props to keep focus on the 
subject.

Answer Key: 

1 — B 
2 — C 
3 — C 
4 — D 
5 — B 
6 — A 
7 — B 
8 — D 
9 — D 

10 — A
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Chapter 9 

HARDWARE, 
SOFTWARE & 
WORKFLOW 
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Modern photography doesn’t end when 
the shutter clicks — it continues at 
your desk. The computer, monitor, 

and storage you choose determine how 
smoothly you can handle thousands of 
images; the software you use dictates how 
faithfully you can shape tone and color; and 
your backup system ensures your work lasts 
beyond delivery. 

In this chapter we’ll look first at the 
hardware: what matters in a computer for 
photography (and what doesn’t), why a fast 
GPU may or may not help, how much RAM is 
enough, what kind of monitor and calibration 
device keep your colors consistent, and how 
storage systems like NAS or RAID fit into a 
studio setup. From there, we’ll move into the 
software side, beginning with RAW 
processing — comparing Adobe’s ecosystem 
(Lightroom Classic, Lightroom, Adobe 
Camera Raw) to Capture One and 
manufacturer-supplied programs. We’ll 
discuss how presets and styles can jump-
start your grading, how AI masking is built 
into both Adobe and Capture One, and how 
to preserve shadow detail, color accuracy, 
and editing headroom through smart bit-
depth and color-space choices. 

We’ll also cover tethering on set — when to 
use cable vs wireless, how to stabilize the 
connection, and how applying looks at 
capture can save hours later. Then we’ll 
touch on the new wave of AI-assisted tools — 
from generative fill and the remove tool and 
AI retouching software like Evoto — and 
where they fit in a professional workflow. 
Finally, we’ll close with output and archiving: 
the practical hand-off of images to clients in 
the right formats, and long-term storage 
strategies that balance convenience, cost, 
and peace of mind. 

COMPUTER AND 
DISPLAY HARDWARE 
A reliable workstation is the backbone of any 
modern photographic workflow. While you 
don’t need the same computing power 
required by video editors or visual effects 
artists, it’s important to understand which 
components matter most for still 
photography and which offer only marginal 
gains. 

CPU (PROCESSOR) 

The processor is often called the “brain” of 
the computer, and that’s a fair description. 
Most RAW processing, retouching, and 
exporting are still CPU-driven tasks. A 
modern multi-core processor — such as 
Apple’s M-series chips or mid-to-high tier 
Intel and AMD options — will provide all the 
speed you need. For photographers, you 
don’t need the absolute top-end workstation 
chip, but having a current multi-core CPU will 
dramatically shorten rendering, exporting, 
and batch-processing times. 

If you also edit video, CPU demands increase 
sharply. Encoding and decoding 4K or 
higher-resolution footage benefits from more 
cores, higher sustained clock speeds, and 
hardware-accelerated media engines (like 
those in Apple’s M-series). For video-heavy 
work, aim for a higher-end processor than 
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you’d need for stills alone. 

RAM (MEMORY) 

RAM functions like your computer’s short-
term memory. The more you have, the more 
images and applications you can keep open 
without slowdown. A practical baseline for 
editing is 16GB, while 32GB is comfortable 
for most professionals. If you work with very 
large files, panoramas, or dozens of high-
resolution Photoshop layers, 64GB isn’t 
overkill. Insufficient RAM won’t usually crash 
your system, but it can cause frustrating lag 
as the computer constantly swaps data to 
the hard drive. 

For video workflows, more RAM becomes 
essential. Editing 4K comfortably often 
requires 32GB, while 64GB or more is 
recommended for 6K/8K timelines, large 
multicam edits, or motion graphics. Unlike 
stills, video pushes memory capacity 
continuously rather than in short bursts. 

GPU (GRAPHICS CARD) 

For a long time, many believed the graphics 
card (GPU) had little impact on still 
photography. That was once true — 
historically, the GPU mainly accelerated 
preview rendering and a handful of filters. 
But today, most editing platforms (Lightroom 
Classic, Lightroom [cloud], Adobe Camera 
Raw, and Capture One) all tap the GPU to 
deliver smoother sliders, faster zooming, and 
quicker response when brushing or masking. 

The bigger change has come with AI-
powered tools. Features like AI noise 
reduction (Lightroom’s “Denoise”), object 
removal, and content-aware tools can use 
your GPU for local processing. A mid-range 
GPU is usually more than enough to keep 

these tools running quickly in stills work. If 
you’re doing video editing, or plan to run 
intensive local AI processes, investing in a 
stronger card makes sense. 

That said, not all AI features rely on your 
computer. Generative Fill in Photoshop is 
cloud-based, powered by Adobe’s Firefly 
model. It doesn’t use your GPU at all — it 
requires an internet connection because the 
heavy lifting happens on Adobe’s servers. 
The same goes for many third-party AI 
retouching services (like Evoto), which 
process files on remote GPUs. In those cases, 
your local hardware matters little. 

Bottom line: For still photography, you don’t 
need a gaming-class card — a solid mid-tier 
GPU gives you smooth editing and supports 
local AI features. Reserve the high-end GPUs 
for video, 3D, or heavy local AI work. 

Video, on the other hand, leans heavily on 
the GPU. Real-time playback, timeline 
scrubbing, rendering effects, and exporting 
all benefit from higher-end cards with more 
VRAM. If you’re cutting 4K or 8K video, invest 
in a strong GPU — this is where gaming-class 
or workstation-level cards truly pay off. 

MONITORS 

A good monitor is 
one of the most 
overlooked pieces of 
photo hardware. 
What matters isn’t 
resolution alone but 
color accuracy and 
gamut coverage. 
sRGB remains the 
web standard, while 
Adobe RGB is preferred for print and 
commercial delivery. A wide-gamut display 
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— such as those from BenQ, Eizo, or other 
professional lines — ensures you can see and 
manage both spaces accurately. Editing on 
an uncalibrated laptop screen is risky: what 
looks “perfect” there may be far off when 
viewed on a client’s screen or in print. 

Calibration Tools 

A monitor is 
only as 
accurate as 
its 
calibration
—without it, 
even the 
best 
displays will 
drift over time. A digital calibration device 
ensures consistency by measuring and 
adjusting your screen’s brightness, white 
point, and tonal response. Popular brands 
include Datacolor’s Spyder series and 
Calibrite (formerly X-Rite), both widely used 
today. The cost for these devices starts 
around a couple of hundred dollars—well 
worth it if you need faithful color for print or 
client delivery. 

As for frequency, industry recommendations 
vary. Some professionals calibrate every two 
weeks to a month for critical, color-sensitive 
work. Others calibrate every three months, 
especially when using high-quality, stable 
monitors like BenQ’s Pro and SW lines. One 
manufacturing insider suggests calibrating 
before any critical job to ensure trust in what 
you’re seeing. 

In short, aim to calibrate at least every few 
months—or anytime your work demands 
color precision. If you’re unsure how often to 
do it, start with a monthly cadence and 
adjust based on how quickly your display 
drifts. 

WORKING STORAGE & 
BACKUPS 
Once your workstation is set, the next big 
piece of your workflow is storage. Cameras 
today produce massive files — especially 
when shooting RAW, high-megapixel, or 
burst sequences — and those files need to 
live somewhere safe, fast, and accessible. 

MOVING BEYOND SINGLE DRIVES 

Most photographers start by storing their 
images on small, inexpensive external drives. 
They’re cheap, portable, and easy to plug in 
anywhere. The problem is that, for many 
people, those drives aren’t backups — they’re 
the only place their images live. Almost every 
photographer eventually learns the hard way 
that a single drive will fail, often taking 
months or years of work with it. 

When your library grows or your tolerance 
for risk shrinks, it’s time to move into more 
robust storage. That usually means stepping 
up to either direct-attached storage (DAS) or 
network-attached storage (NAS). Both are 
multi-drive enclosures designed for 
professional use. For DAS, popular options 
include OWC and G-Technology. For NAS, 
Synology (below) and QNAP are the most 
common choices among photographers. A 
DAS connects straight to your computer over 
USB-C or Thunderbolt, while a NAS connects 
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to your local network so multiple machines 
can access the same files. In practice, a NAS 
can also be run like a DAS by connecting it 
directly to a single workstation over Ethernet. 
Either way, these systems give you 
redundancy, scalability, and performance 
that a single portable drive can’t match. 

RAID BASICS 

What makes DAS and NAS units powerful 
isn’t just that they hold more drives — it’s that 
those drives work together under a system 
called RAID (Redundant Array of 
Independent Disks). RAID describes how 
data is spread, mirrored, or protected across 
the drives inside the enclosure: 
• RAID 0 stripes data across drives for 

speed, but if one drive fails, everything is 
lost. 

• RAID 1 mirrors data across two drives, so 
you only get the capacity of one but 
you’re safe if the other fails. 

• RAID 5 stripes data across several drives 
while also storing recovery information 
equal to one drive. So if your RAID uses 5 
drives you will have the capacity of 4 
drives, but you’ll be protected if a single 
drive fails. 

• RAID 6 is like RAID 5 but uses the 
equivalent of two drives for recovery info, 
so you can lose up to two drives safely 
but have less usable space. 

• RAID 10 combines mirroring and striping, 
giving high performance and strong 
redundancy, but it requires at least four 
drives and half your capacity goes to 
protection. 

The critical takeaway is that RAID is not the 
same as backup. RAID protects against a 
single drive failure, but if the whole unit dies 
or your studio suffers a disaster, RAID won’t 
save you. It’s about uptime, not true 
redundancy. 

NETWORKING & CONNECTIVITY 

Once you’ve chosen a DAS or NAS, how you 
connect it to your computer determines how 
fast it feels. For direct-attached storage, USB 
3.0 provides up to 5 Gbps, USB 3.1/3.2 
doubles that to 10–20 Gbps, and 
Thunderbolt 3/4 reaches 40 Gbps. By 
comparison, most standard Ethernet links are 
just 1 Gbps, though with the right ports 2.5, 
5, and 10 Gbps options exist for faster 
network-attached storage. 

In practice, still photography rarely pushes 
these links to their limits. Tasks like culling or 
adjusting RAW files almost always hit CPU or 
GPU limits before they saturate a 1 GbE line 
or a single fast external drive. Where faster 
connections do make a difference is in the 
heavy-duty moments: opening or saving very 
large layered TIFF/PSD files, cloning or 
backing up entire shoots, or pulling from 
multiple high-speed card readers at once. 
For most still-photo workflows, a baseline 
connection (USB 3.0/3.1 or 1 GbE) is more 
than sufficient. The faster tiers — 2.5, 5, or 10 
GbE — only pay off when your storage can 
actually feed them, such as multi-drive RAID 
arrays with SSD caching or all-SSD setups. In 
those cases, sustained 500–700 MB/s 
transfers are realistic, and the time savings 
become noticeable on big saves, batch 
ingests, or full-gallery backups. 

A PRACTICAL WORKFLOW EXAMPLE 

A NAS can serve as the central hub for your 
active projects and even years of data: it’s 
fast enough for daily photo editing and likely 
redundant enough to withstand a single-
drive failure. But no matter how reliable it 
seems, one system should never be the only 
place your files exist. RAID is not backup. To 
guard against theft, fire, or catastrophic 
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failure, you need at least one other layer of 
backup. 

A straightforward approach is to periodically 
copy your library to external hard drives. 
Keep one set nearby for quick access in the 
studio, and rotate another set off-site to 
protect against local disasters. Some 
photographers use multiple “cold storage” 
drives in rotation, updating them every few 
months; others rely on a NAS plus a box of 
external drives stored in a different building 
that they update every few months. This may 
sound low-tech, but it’s reliable, cost-
effective, and scales better than the cloud for 
very large libraries. 

The most widely taught benchmark is the 

3-2-1 rule: keep three copies of your files, on 
two different kinds of media, with at least 
one copy stored off-site. For a photographer, 
that could mean a NAS plus two sets of 
external drives (studio + off-site), or a 
combination of local storage and a cloud 
backup. However you build it, following that 
standard ensures your images survive both 
short-term accidents and long-term risks.  

Eventually, projects leave the “active” phase, 
but that doesn’t mean the files lose value. I 
end up storing data that is 5 years or older 
on two sets of hard drives, one off site, 
because its not something that I have room 
for on my NAS and I no longer need regular 
access to it. However its still protected if I 
need to retrieve it some day.  
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BACKING UP YOUR COMPUTER 

Many Mac users also set up Time Machine to 
automate backups of their computer onto an 
external drive or a NAS share. Windows users 
should build the same safety net too. These 
tools create rolling backups — hourly, daily, 
or weekly snapshots — that protect you in 
between your larger archival copies. 

WHAT I USE 
My own setup (left) combines everything 
we’ve just covered into a workflow that works 
day in and day out. For tethering, I use a 
2019 15.4-inch MacBook Pro (2.3GHz 8-core 
Intel Core i9), mounted on my Studio Titan 
Camera Stand so it’s steady and secure in 
studio. It’s nothing exotic, but it’s dependable 
and easy to bring on location. 

In the office, I edit on a 2022 Mac Studio (M1 
Max, 10-Core CPU, 32-Core GPU, 64GB RAM, 
1TB SSD) connected to two 27″ BenQ SW271 
monitors. My active library lives on a 
Synology 8-Bay DiskStation DS1821+ 
attached directly to the workstation via 10Gb 
Ethernet (not connected to the internet). 

The high-performance desktop may be 
overkill for stills, but I edit video regularly — 
and video demands both power and screen 
real estate. If you’re shooting motion 
alongside photography, investing in a faster 
machine and larger monitors will pay off. 

RAW PROCESSING & 
GRADING 
A RAW file is a starting point, not a finish line. 
Whether you prefer Adobe, Capture One, or 
another editor, the first step is to apply a 
sensible starting profile — the software’s 
built-in rendering that gives your file a usable 

baseline. From there, you can begin shaping 
your look in a way that’s easy to adjust or 
scale across a set of images. 

In Adobe’s world, you have multiple ways 
into the same RAW processing engine. 
Lightroom Classic is the desktop-based 
option with powerful library and catalog 
tools. Lightroom (sometimes called 
“Lightroom cloud”) is a streamlined, cloud-
centric version that keeps your edits and files 
synced across devices. And inside 
Photoshop, Adobe Camera Raw (ACR) gives 
you the same RAW controls for those who 
prefer to work primarily in that program. 

A common approach is to apply a preset on 
import, which changes multiple settings at 
once to establish a consistent baseline look. 
Once applied, you can use the preset 
Amount slider to push or pull the strength of 
the entire preset — like a global volume 
control for every adjustment it made. This 
only works immediately after applying the 
preset; once you start moving individual 
adjustment sliders, the Amount slider can’t 
rebalance them as a group. The typical flow 
is: apply the preset, adjust the overall 
Amount if needed, then fine-tune individual 
sliders to taste. 

For most photographers, Adobe’s ecosystem 
is the natural starting point. Almost everyone 
needs Photoshop, and since Adobe sells it 
bundled with Lightroom, that pairing has 
become the default. Lightroom (or Adobe 
Camera Raw inside Photoshop) gives you 
powerful RAW controls, and for many 
photographers, it’s more than enough. 

One of the first (and most overlooked) 
choices in Adobe’s workflow is the profile — 
the baseline rendering of color and tone. By 
default, Adobe applies Adobe Color (next 
page). The problem is that Adobe Color often 
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shifts skin tones in 
ways that look 
unnatural. My 
solution is to change 
it immediately to 
Camera Matching 
Standard, which 
aligns closely with 
the Standard picture 
style I set in my 
Canon cameras.That 
way, what I see on my 
LCD when shooting 
looks much closer to 
what I see when the 
file first opens in 
Lightroom or ACR. 

Most photographers don’t realize this is even 
an option, but it’s an important step. If you 

A RAW file with Camera Matching Standard applied 
in Lightroom Classic
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leave images on Adobe Color or Adobe 
Standard, they often have a distinctive cast 
that I can usually spot right away. Choosing a 
camera-matching profile instead gives you a 
more faithful starting point for grading. You 
can access the Profile Browser by clicking 
the four gray squares in the Basic panel, just 
under the histogram. 

It’s worth clarifying the difference between a 
profile and a preset. A profile is the 
foundation — it tells the software how to 
interpret the RAW data before you touch a 
single slider. A preset, by contrast, is a saved 
collection of adjustments applied on top of 
that baseline. In short: the profile sets your 
“default reality,” and the preset sets your 
“creative intent.” 

But there is an alternative: Capture One (C1). 

This program has long been favored by 
discerning users — especially commercial 
and studio photographers — for its color 
accuracy, reliable tethering, and the different 
way it renders RAW files. Unlike Adobe, 
Capture One automatically applies its own 
generic camera profile with a lower-contrast 
Film Standard curve (above), which usually 
produces pleasing, accurate tones right out 
of the box. Compared to Lightroom’s Camera 
Matching Standard, C1’s rendering often 
retains more shadow detail. From there, I’ll 
refine the look by applying one of their 
Beyond Film Styles (similar to presets) as a 
layer at reduced opacity. Because Styles live 
on layers, you can revisit and adjust their 
strength at any time without undoing other 
edits. 

These two approaches aren’t the only way to 
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prepare your RAW files. Many camera 
manufacturers offer their own proprietary 
RAW software, and there are other platforms 
and tools available as well. 

PRESERVING DETAILS 

Regardless of which software you’re using, 
the principle is the same: protect your 
shadows and highlights early. Watch the 
histogram and the numeric readouts for both 
ends of the tonal range. For key dark textures 
(fabric, the deeper tones of black hair, 
shadows on leather), aim to keep them just 
above pure black so detail survives later 
edits. In practical terms, that often means 
holding those areas a few percentage points 
above 0%, or roughly 10–13 on a 0–255 scale. 
On the bright side, whites such as the bright 

edges of clouds or white fabrics should sit 
just below pure white — typically a few 
percentage points under 100%, or around 
242–245 on a 0–255 scale. 

If tones at either end are clipping, nudge the 
Blacks/Shadows or the Whites/Highlights 
sliders until detail returns. True black and 
pure white can still exist in an image — like a 
backdrop, specular reflection, or light source 
— but any surface with texture should retain 
a little separation so it doesn’t disappear. 

AI MASKING 

Modern AI masking now exists in both 
Lightroom/ACR and Capture One (above), 
and it’s a big difference‑maker. One click will 
usually find the subject or background, and 
both apps can also detect smaller areas like 
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hands, hair, or a face. Once the mask is 
created, you can fine-tune it — darken an 
over‑bright hand to match the face, lift detail 
in dark hair without brightening the whole 
frame, or subtly shift the background cooler 
or warmer to create separation. 

Another situation where AI masking comes in 
handy is moiré — those weird color ripples or 
rainbow patterns that sometimes show up in 
tight fabrics or detailed textures like 
shingles. Most cameras have anti-aliasing 
filters over the sensor that are supposed to 
reduce this, but it doesn’t always catch 
everything — so you may need to correct it 
by hand. Instead of painting a mask by hand, 
you can let the software isolate the area and 
apply a local correction. In Lightroom, this 
reveals the Moiré Reduction slider. In 
Capture One, you’d use the Moiré tool on a 
local layer. Either way, the key is to treat just 
the affected spot without softening the rest 
of the image. 

COLOR SPACE, BIT DEPTH AND 
EXPORTING 

Back in Chapter 2, we introduced color 
spaces — essentially, the range of colors 
your files can represent, also called the 
gamut. The simplest way to picture it is as 
boxes of different sizes: 
• sRGB is the small box. It contains fewer 

colors, but it’s the universal standard — 
everything from web browsers to 
smartphones to most professional photo 
labs is built around sRGB. 

• Adobe RGB is the medium-sized box. It 
includes more greens and cyans than 
sRGB, which makes it valuable for 
workflows where that wider gamut can 
actually be used, such as high-end or 
commercial printing. 

• ProPhoto RGB is the huge box. It’s so 

wide it even includes colors that can’t be 
displayed on most monitors or 
reproduced in print. Its role is mostly 
theoretical: it exists to provide maximum 
headroom during editing so that 
saturated tones don’t clip, but because 
hardware can’t show or print those 
colors, it’s not a practical export choice 
for most photographers. 

Inside RAW processors like Lightroom, 
Adobe Camera Raw, or Capture One, you’re 
working in a very wide internal space (close 
to ProPhoto). The real decision point comes 
when you export a file for the next stage — 
whether that’s Photoshop, Evoto, or another 
post-production tool. In Lightroom’s Export 
dialog (next page), this choice happens in 
the Color Space dropdown. That’s where you 
decide whether the file leaves as sRGB, 
Adobe RGB, or ProPhoto, and matching that 
choice to your destination is critical. 

Bit depth is the second part of this decision. 
An 8-bit file carries 256 levels per channel, 
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while a 16-bit file carries over 65,000 levels 
per channel. In practice, 16-bit provides 
smoother gradients and more flexibility for 
heavy edits like curve adjustments or 
painting, while 8-bit files are smaller and 
faster to work with. Personally, I almost 
always export in 8-bit unless I know I’ll be 
doing very extensive post-production — in 
that case, 16-bit is the safer choice. 

FILE FORMATS AND PRACTICAL 
CHOICES 

Finally, let’s put it all together with file 
formats — because your color space and bit-
depth choices only matter if the format 
supports them. 
• TIFF is the standard hand-off file when 

you plan to keep editing in another 
program. It supports both 8-bit and 16-
bit, can carry Adobe RGB or even 
ProPhoto, and is lossless — meaning no 
quality is thrown away. This is why I 
export TIFFs in Adobe RGB from 
Lightroom or Capture One when I plan on 
working in Photoshop or Evoto. 

• JPEG is compressed and always 8-bit. It’s 
fine for proofs, client review galleries, and 
final delivery (especially online or to labs 
that require JPEG), but it’s not a good 
format for continued retouching. 

Think of it this way: 
• sRGB + JPEG → small, universal, best for 

web galleries, online proofs or 
professional lab delivery. 

• Adobe RGB + TIFF (8-bit) → robust and 
efficient, great for most retouching 
workflows. 

• Adobe RGB + TIFF (16-bit) → maximum 
flexibility, best for heavy edits or 
commercial print prep. 

• ProPhoto + TIFF (16-bit) → niche, best 
reserved for extreme workflows with very 
advanced hardware. 

In practice, here’s my workflow: I shoot RAW, 
export Adobe RGB TIFFs (usually 8-bit) for 
editing in Photoshop or Evoto, and then I 
save TIFFs and finally I export JPEGs in sRGB 
unless a client specifically requests Adobe 
RGB TIFFs. That way my working files retain 
enough color and tonal data for professional 
editing, but my final images display correctly 
everywhere they’re likely to be seen. 

A word of caution on mismatches: Always 
match your output color space to the 
medium where the file will be used. For 
instance, if you upload an Adobe RGB JPEG 
to Instagram, it will ignore the profile and 
treat the file as sRGB — the result is flat, 
desaturated color that looks nothing like 
what you intended. The same goes for labs 
or printers: if they expect sRGB and you send 
Adobe RGB, the output will look wrong. The 
takeaway: export for the destination. Keep 
your high-quality masters (Adobe RGB or 
ProPhoto TIFFs), but make sure delivery 
copies are converted properly to sRGB when 
the platform or client requires it. 

One final note: in print workflows, you may 
hear about CMYK. That’s the color model 
used by printing presses, and some clients — 
for example, a magazine — may ask you to 
deliver images in that color space. In 

Lightroom Classic export settings for TIFF: 
choosing both Color Space (sRGB, Adobe RGB, or 
ProPhoto) and Bit Depth (8-bit or 16-bit). These two 
choices together define the quality and flexibility of 
your output file.
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practice, photographers almost never supply 
CMYK files directly. Instead, you deliver what 
the client or printer requests — most often 
Adobe RGB TIFFs — and the actual 
conversion to CMYK is almost always 
handled by the publication or print house. 

Resolution and Output Size 

Before you export a TIFF for Photoshop or 
Evoto, you’ll choose the resolution settings — 
and this is where some confusion often 
creeps in. Traditionally, photographers have 
associated “300 DPI” with high quality and 
“72 DPI” with screen use. But in practice, 
what matters is the total pixel dimensions of 
your image — not the DPI or PPI number 
alone. 

DPI (dots per inch) is a print term. PPI (pixels 
per inch) is its digital counterpart. While 
these values are often used interchangeably, 
neither determines image quality on its own. 
A 300 PPI file that’s only 600 pixels wide will 
only print 2 inches across — that’s not high-
res. On the other hand, a 6000-pixel-wide 
image labeled as 72 PPI will look great even 
in a large print, because it contains enough 
actual pixel data. 

The Resolution field in Lightroom’s Export 
panel (shown above, set to 300 pixels per 
inch) is a perfect example of this. For web, 
the number you type here is ignored entirely 
— your image will appear the same size 
regardless of whether it’s labeled 72, 96, or 
300 PPI. What really matters is the total pixel 

dimensions you set under Resize to Fit. 

For web use, PPI is ignored entirely. Your 
image will appear the same size regardless of 
whether it’s labeled 72, 96, or 300 PPI. Web 
browsers display images based on pixel 
dimensions — like 1400 pixels wide — not on 
PPI. 

When exporting for Photoshop or Evoto, 
you’ll typically want to preserve all available 
detail by exporting a full-resolution TIFF. In 
Capture One, set Scale to Fixed > 100%. In 
Lightroom, uncheck “Resize to Fit” to retain 
the full image size. This ensures you’re 
retaining all the captured detail for later 
edits. But there are valid reasons to export 
lower-resolution versions too — for instance, 
if you’re sending proofs, protecting usage 
rights, or prepping a version for the web. In 
those cases, you’ll scale the image resolution 
down to match your desired size. 

Unless a client specifies otherwise, the safest 
bet is to give them the full-res version. 

TETHERING (RAW PROCESSING 
ON SET) 

Tethering starts your RAW workflow on set so 
exposure, composition, color, and client 
collaboration happen in real time. Seeing the 
image large helps you see flyaways, tilted 
horizons, uneven makeup, or lighting 
imbalances you’d miss on the camera LCD. 
But the real power is alignment and 
accountability: the client sees and signs off 
on the work as it’s created. In a commercial 
setting, that protects you as the 
photographer—there’s no chance of a client 
later saying they “didn’t get the shot” when 
they approved it live. In a business to 
consumer setting, it builds confidence, 
shifting the responsibility for satisfaction 

Resolution (PPI/DPI) doesn’t affect on-screen 
display — only print output. What matters most is 
the total pixel dimensions of the file.
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onto the client while also reassuring them in 
the moment. For you, it’s equally valuable: a 
large calibrated monitor gives a truer sense 
of exposure and color than a camera screen, 
so you can confirm that what you think 
you’re capturing is what you’re actually 
capturing. 

For speed and reliability, a cable is still king 
when you want full-size RAWs landing 
instantly in Capture One or Lightroom/ACR. 
Wireless can be fine for sending small JPEGs 
to a tablet for quick review, but RAW over the 
air is slow and fragile compared to copper. 
My dependable, trip-safe kit is a Tether Tools 
right-angle USB-C “pigtail” (about 20”) from 
the camera and it plugs into a 15’ USB-C/
USB-A extension to the computer. That two-
piece setup acts like a quick-disconnect: if 
someone snags the long run, it pops out of 
the short pigtail instead of yanking the 
camera to the floor. In studio, a camera stand 
keeps framing rock-solid, routes the cable 
safely, and gives you a stable tray for the 
laptop. 

Most modern cameras can tether to a laptop 
with a standard USB-C cable, but transfer 
speed and power delivery depend on the 
specific cable and camera. 

When you tether, each frame lands on the 
computer almost instantly. In Lightroom or 
Capture One, the images appear 
automatically, and you can apply 
adjustments in almost real time. Most 
software also lets you carry forward the 
adjustments from the last image, so each 
new frame inherits your look. The result is 
that what the client sees on screen is always 
your most current intent. 

You can tether to a laptop or a desktop — the 
principle is the same. Depending on the 
camera/software combination, files may be 
saved to the computer, the camera card, or 
both, so check your settings if you want that 
redundancy on set. If you run into 
connection issues, make sure only one 
program is trying to access the camera at a 
time. Also note that a camera with a card full 
of thousands of images may delay or block 
the tether from initializing. 

RETOUCHING & AI 
For a long time, post‑RAW retouching meant 
one thing: Photoshop. You’d bring in a TIFF, 
clean skin and hair, fix clothing, patch the 
background, maybe nudge facial symmetry 
or posture, and ship. Depending on 
expectations, a single portrait might absorb 
30 minutes to a few hours. If your schedule 
couldn’t stretch, you outsourced to a human 
retoucher—sometimes in another country—
for a nominal per‑image fee. The trade‑off 
was simple: spend your time, or spend your 
money. 

That landscape changed when AI-driven 
tools arrived. At first they were clumsy, but 
iteration has been relentless. Today, 
programs like Evoto, the program I use, 
Retouch4Me, and Appartly can do—in 
minutes—much of what used to take a 
trained specialist an hour. That doesn’t make 
Photoshop obsolete, but it does shift where 
you spend your energy. In practice, AI 
handles the fast, repeatable polish across a 
set, while Photoshop remains a scalpel for 
the hard stuff. And for anything that looks like 
it’ll take me more than five minutes, I still 
outsource—because paying six dollars is a 
more efficient use of my time. 
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Tethered setup on a Studio Titan Camera Stand: 
both camera and laptop remain stable and secure, 
linked by a USB-C cable. Capture One writes 
images directly to the computer, while the camera 
simultaneously stores a copy in real time.
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WHERE PHOTOSHOP STILL SHINES 

Photoshop is unmatched when the image 
needs a plastic surgery rather than a facial. 
It’s the tool you reach for when you must: 
• Remove or rebuild complex objects with 

precise control (not just “hide a dust 
spot,” but erase a stand, fix a popped 
collar that overlaps a lapel, or extend a 
painted background. 

• Composite: swap a head or body 
between frames or combine multiple 
plates. 

When working in Photoshop, use adjustment 
layers to make color, exposure, or tonal 
corrections non-destructively. This method 
ensures your original image layer—typically 
the TIFF you exported from Lightroom or 
Capture One—remains untouched at the 
bottom of your layer stack. Adjustment layers 
let you revise, toggle, or fine-tune edits at 
any time without permanently altering the 
base image. This flexibility is essential for 
maintaining image integrity and enables 
clean reversion or iteration down the line. 

Photoshop also offers a range of manual 
selection and retouching tools. The Marquee 
tool creates rectangular or elliptical 
selections, often used for cropping or 
isolating clean areas. The Lasso tool allows 
freeform selections by drawing around a 
subject or shape. The Magic Wand tool 
selects pixels based on tone or color 
similarity, useful for quick background 
selections or isolated objects. The Clone 
Stamp tool is specifically designed to mimic 
selected pixels — it samples a chosen area 
and lets you paint that data onto another 
part of the image. Each tool serves a 
different purpose, and mastery of them gives 
you maximum flexibility when AI or auto-
repair tools fall short. 

Modern AI inside Photoshop helps too. 
Content-Aware Fill is great for extending 
backgrounds, and the Remove tool is well-
suited for object removal. Generative Fill 
(cloud‑based) is useful for quick “what‑if” 
variations, fast extensions, and rebuilding 
areas with missing information. 

WHERE EVOTO EXCELS 

Evoto’s (right) strength is speed and 
consistency across a session. Used well, it 
creates a clean, believable baseline that can 
cut your Photoshop time down to a fraction: 

• Blemish cleanup and skin texture 
smoothing that preserves pores when 
you set it modestly. 

• Background cleanup: remove footprints 
on paper, and sometimes extending a 
paper background when you accidentally 
capture more than just the backdrop. 

• Background replacement/adjustment 
when you need a different tone or a quick 
swap (you still evaluate edges; fine hair 

Photoshop’s Generative Fill extending the right 
edge of the frame.
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After EvotoBefore Evoto
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may need a Photoshop touch). 
• Clothing fixes: lint removal and wrinkle 

reduction. 

One of Evoto’s most powerful features is 
syncing edits across a shoot. Instead of 
repeating the same retouching steps on 
every frame, you make adjustments to one 
image and apply them to the rest. That alone 
is a massive timesaver—but it gets even 
smarter with group photos. 

For example, at a wedding you might start by 
editing a group portrait. Evoto doesn’t just 
copy global adjustments; it learns a recipe 
for each individual in that shot. When you 
sync forward, the software recognizes those 
same faces in other frames and applies the 
correct edits to the correct subject 
automatically. The bride, groom, and 
wedding party all stay consistent, whether 
they’re in formal groups or candid moments. 

In practice, my workflow often looks like this: 
I’ll bring the photo into Evoto first and let it 
handle the fast polish. If there are details 
Evoto can’t resolve—say, complex 
background extensions, or major clothing 
issues—I’ll open the same file in Photoshop, 
fix those, save, and then return to Evoto. 
Because the file updates seamlessly, I can 
continue making batch adjustments, syncing 
across the shoot, and then export the final 
set efficiently.
    
STOP PRETENDING YOU DON’T USE AI 

You’ve heard it: a photographer proudly 
declares they’d never touch AI. But that same 
photographer has probably been using the 
Healing Brush, Content-Aware Fill, or the 
automatic subject and sky masks in 
Lightroom or Capture One for years. 

The sensible position isn’t denial—it’s control. 

AI is just another tool in the bag, no different 
than autofocus or TTL metering. The future 
isn’t coming; it’s already here. It’s time for 
those photographers to take off their tinfoil 
hats and learn how to work with the 
technology. 

EXPORTING, ROUND-TRIPPING, 
AND DELIVERY 

When you finish your edits in Photoshop, 
Evoto, or another retouching tool, the rule of 
thumb is simple: export in the same format 
and color space you started with. 

If you came out of Lightroom with a 16-bit 
Adobe RGB TIFF, then save your Photoshop 
or Evoto work back into that same format. 
That TIFF becomes your master—your source 
of truth. It preserves every bit of data you 
carried forward from RAW, so you’re never 
stuck with a baked-down version when a 
client asks for a re-crop, a different 
background, or a different format. 

From there, you create delivery copies: 
• sRGB JPEGs for almost all clients, web 

galleries, and social platforms (anything 
else risks colors looking flat or wrong— if 
you were for instance to upload an Adobe 
RGB JPEG to Instagram it will zap all its 
energy. 

• Adobe RGB or TIFFs only if a client, 
printer, or agency specifically requests 
them. Commercial workflows sometimes 
do, but the default assumption should be 
sRGB JPEG. 

A good workflow is: 
• Keep the master TIFFs. Store them in your 

Lightroom catalog, your Capture One 
session, or a well-organized folder 
system. 

• Export client copies separately. If you’re 
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in Evoto, you can make JPEGs right there; 
if you’re in Capture One, dropping the 
TIFF into the session folder means it auto-
imports and you can use your familiar 
export recipes for client delivery. Either 
path is fine—the key is keeping the 
untouched master safe. 

• Resize for the medium. Deliver smaller 
JPEGs for web galleries or proofing, 
larger ones for print or portfolio refresh. 
Always keep the master TIFF at full 
resolution. 

The main point: don’t collapse your workflow 
into a single fragile output. Think of it like 
film negatives versus lab prints—the TIFF is 
your negative, the JPEG is your print. The 
TIFF stays with you, the JPEG goes out the 
door. 

PRINTING & ARCHIVAL 
CONSIDERATIONS 
Not every project stops at a JPEG. 
Sometimes your images head to print—
whether that’s a fine-art edition, an album, or 
a client’s wall piece. In those cases, your 
choice of paper matters as much as your file 
prep. 

Inkjet papers vary in weight, surface, and 
chemistry. Thickness and texture affect the 
tactile feel of a print, but archival quality is 
tied to acid content. Acid-free papers are 
designed to resist yellowing, fading, and 
breakdown over decades. Combined with 
pigment inks, they create prints that can last 
100 years or more under normal display 
conditions. 

Other characteristics matter too. Papers with 
heavy coatings control ink absorption, 
helping tones stay sharp and blacks stay rich. 
Surface finish—glossy, matte, or semi-gloss—

affects contrast and perceived depth. But 
when the question is longevity, always look 
for acid-free, archival-rated stocks from 
trusted brands. 

Finally, remember that light exposure—
especially from UV sources—is one of the 
most damaging factors for photographic 
prints. Even the best paper and ink 
combinations can fade over time if displayed 
in direct sunlight or under harsh artificial 
lighting. To protect your work, consider UV-
filtering glass or acrylic when framing, and 
avoid hanging prints where they’ll get long 
hours of direct exposure. 

FROM HARDWARE TO 
HAND‑OFF 
You began this chapter by getting the 
hardware straight: a modern multi‑core CPU, 
adequate RAM, and a sensible mid‑range 
GPU are plenty for stills; the GPU only 
becomes mission‑critical if you’re doing 
local, heavy AI or video work. A calibrated, 
wide‑gamut monitor keeps you honest, and a 
centralized storage plan (DAS/NAS with RAID 
for uptime, plus real backups) keeps your 
work safe. You don’t need exotic networking 
for still photography; 1 GbE or a single fast 
USB‑C/Thunderbolt drive is fine. Faster links 
(2.5/5/10 GbE) help when you’re moving very 
large files, cloning sets, or editing 
high‑bandwidth video with storage that can 
actually feed those speeds. 

On set, tethering lets you align everyone 
around your intent in real time. In both 
Lightroom and Capture One, you can set the 
software to apply the current image’s 
adjustments automatically to the next frames 
as they land, so what the client sees evolves 
with your latest decisions. That keeps 
framing, lighting, hair/makeup, and wardrobe 
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on track while you shoot. 

In post, you established a RAW processing 
baselines. You guarded shadows and 
highlights with the histogram and readouts, 
keeping textured blacks above pure back 
and textured whites just below pure white. 

When the file left the RAW app, you made a 
conscious color-space/bit-depth choice: 
export Adobe RGB TIFFs (usually 8-bit, 
16-bit when gradients will be pushed). That 
handed you a flexible working file for 
Photoshop or Evoto. Photoshop remained 
your precision instrument for compositing 
and intricate repairs; Evoto delivered fast, 
believable polish at scale, remembering 
per-person recipes and syncing across a 
shoot. 

Finally, you delivered with intent and kept 
your high quality master safe for future 
reuse. 

If there’s a single through-line, it’s this: 
make deliberate choices at each stage—
from workstation and storage to RAW edits, 
retouching, and delivery. Do that, and your 
files will look the way you intend, wherever 
they go, now and years from now. 



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                           		232



The Photographer’s Journey: From Fundamentals to Lighting, Design, and Success  	                                                           		233

CHAPTER 9 QUIZ– 
HARDWARE, SOFTWARE 
& WORKFLOW 

1. What role does the CPU play in a 
photography workstation? 
A. It mainly controls monitor calibration and 
color accuracy 
B. It handles RAW processing, retouching, 
and exporting tasks 
C. It is only important for tethering and file 
transfers 
D. It is rarely used in modern photography 
workflows 

2. How much RAM is considered a practical 
baseline for editing? 
A. 8GB 
B. 16GB 
C. 32GB 
D. 64GB 

3. Why is a mid-range GPU usually sufficient 
for still photographers? 
A. Still photography software does not use 
GPUs at all 
B. Mid-range GPUs are only needed for 
printing 
C. They provide smooth previews and 
support local AI features without requiring 
gaming-class performance 
D. They allow images to be stored more 
efficiently on hard drives 

4. In Photoshop, which tool copies pixels 
from one area of the image to another by 
sampling a source point? 
A. Clone Stamp 
B. Lasso 
C. Marquee 
D. Magic Wand 

5. What is the purpose of a monitor 

calibration device? 
A. To increase monitor resolution 
B. To measure and correct color, brightness, 
and tonal response 
C. To add extra RAM for editing 
D. To prevent tethering cables from 
disconnecting 

6. Why is RAID not the same as backup? 
A. RAID can only be used with laptops 
B. RAID is designed for speed, not storage 
C. RAID protects against single drive failure 
but not theft, fire, or total unit failure 
D. RAID automatically creates cloud copies 
of all files 

7. What does the “3-2-1” backup rule 
recommend? 
A. 3 backups, all in the cloud, updated daily 
B. 3 copies, on 2 media types, with 1 copy 
off-site 
C. 3 drives in RAID, 2 external copies, 1 NAS 
D. 3 snapshots, 2 RAWs, 1 JPEG per photo 

8. Why is wired tethering generally preferred 
on set? 
A. Wireless tethering cannot display color 
correctly 
B. Wireless requires special calibration tools 
C. Wired is faster and more reliable for full-
size RAW transfers 
D. Wired automatically converts files to JPEG 
for clients 

9. Why should photographers use 
adjustment layers in Photoshop? 
A. To make non-destructive corrections while 
keeping the original image layer intact 
B. To sharpen images during tethering 
C. To permanently lock in tonal edits 
D. To convert files into CMYK for printing 

10. Why must you match output color space 
to the medium? 
A. To avoid increasing file sizes unnecessarily 
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B. To prevent delivery files from being too 
sharp 
C. To allow files to be opened on both Mac 
and PC 
D. Because mismatches (e.g., Adobe RGB on 
Instagram) cause colors to look dull or 
incorrect 

Answer Key 

1 – B 
2 – B 
3 – C 
4 – A 
5 – B 
6 – C 
7 – B 
8 – C 
9 – A 

10 – D
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Chapter 10 
LOOKING BACK & 

MOVING FORWARD
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MY JOURNEY 

At this point in the book, you’ve learned 
the technical and creative skills that 
can shape your photography. You 

know how to go from picking up your 
camera to delivering your images. Before we 
close, I want to show you how I actually built 
those skills in the real world—where plans 
wobble, people cancel, and breakthroughs 
usually arrive dressed like detours. 

I didn’t begin with a grand strategy. I was a 
kid who discovered that a camera could 
open doors. I took my mom’s point-and-
shoot camera to summer camp in my native 
Oregon and realized it gave me reasons to 
walk up to anyone and start a conversation. 
Back home I was unpopular and poor; at 
camp, the camera turned me into someone 
people would talk to. 

When I got to high school, I mowed lawns, 
bought a Vivitar SLR, and lived in the 
darkroom. I shot for the school paper and 
yearbook, then the community newspaper. 
One day, during a record flood, I 
photographed two guys in a canoe shaking a 
cat out of a tree. My high school 
photography teacher freelanced for the 
Associated Press, and he introduced me to 
the photographers there. They processed the 
photos, and the two of them took me under 
their wing. That single moment gave me a 
path to follow. 

Following a malpractice lawsuit against the 
Veterans Administration for the death of my 
father, I received a settlement at eighteen. It 
paid for real cameras and, eventually, 
college. More importantly, it helped break 
me out of poverty. Having the gear and skills 
allowed me to freelance for The Associated 
Press, AP, and national publications during 

college. 

When I graduated in 2000, I took a full-time 
position at the Topeka Capitol-Journal 
because it was the biggest paper that 
extended an offer. As a young 
photojournalist in Kansas, I learned to work 
fast and be resourceful, but it wasn’t 
glamorous; even a diner meal with 
colleagues put stress on my budget. After a 
year I quit and moved back to Portland to 
freelance again for AP. 

Business grew until—like a trapdoor—it all 
vanished. Just as I was on the verge of a full-
time position, an employee transferred in 
from another bureau, and most of my 
assignments disappeared overnight. That’s a 
theme I’ll return to: external forces can erase 
the plan you were counting on. 

I took this photo with my first set of lights in 1999.
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A phone call offered a way forward: Reuters, 
a competing news organization, needed 
someone in Chicago for fifteen days a 
month, and I said yes. The first months were 
slow, debt piled up, and I stared out at a new 
city I couldn’t afford to enjoy. Then, as 2004 
began, everything accelerated—football, 
golf, politics, tornadoes, conventions. I stood 
next to candidates and presidents, filed 
stories from airplanes and hotel hallways, 
and lived on adrenaline. It was exhilarating, 
but I knew I was just a contractor on a verbal 
promise. Any day, the rug could be pulled. 

And it was—again—only this time it came 
with the global recession in 2008. 
Assignments dwindled. Magazines folded or 
cut staff. Editors I knew took buyouts. What 
had once been two-thirds of my income 
dissolved into uncertainty. Looking back, that 
cliff edge became the start of the most 
important chapter in my growth, because it 
forced me to build skills and relationships I 
could control, rather than relying on 
assignments I hoped might appear. 

The spark came from a friend who wanted to 
be a fashion photographer. “Can you teach 
me lighting?” he asked. I brought stands and 
softboxes; he shot while I modeled. 
Eventually we recruited people who actually 
wanted to be in front of a camera, and I 
discovered something I had been missing. 
Journalism had trained me to react; lighting 
allowed me to design. I could place the 
highlight on a cheekbone, carve a jawline, 
shift a mood with a flag. In those early test 
shoots—collaborations just for practice—I 
discovered the difference between capturing 
a moment and shaping one. 

My friend eventually told me he wasn’t 
interested in the “technical stuff” I was trying 
to teach him—he wanted to “feel the 
pictures”—and then left to “find himself” in 

Paris. I don’t think he ever became a 
photographer, but I found myself. Without 
fanfare, I kept practicing with models. That 
decision changed everything. Testing wasn’t 
about building a portfolio overnight; it was 
about building instincts. I discovered that 
technical fluency and emotional connection 
weren’t two separate lanes—they were the 
same road. 

Over the next few years I transitioned from 
being a photojournalist to a commercial 

The night I stood in front of the camera for a friend 
while teaching him lighting. I didn’t know it then, 
but that moment sparked a shift — from pretending 
to be the model to building a career photographing 
them.
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One of my first portraits of a model, shot in 2008 
with a single light in a graffiti-covered alley behind 
a Burger King. The outcome was rough, but the 
spark was there—I was hooked on perfecting my 
craft and collaborating with people in front of the 
camera.
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photographer. I also learned a practical 
lesson the hard way. Early on, I tried to show 
up at client jobs and invent something brand 
new under pressure. Sometimes I hit a home 
run; other times I struck out. Over time, I 
flipped that model. On paid work, I delivered 
proven setups first and reserved experiments 
for the final minutes. I saved the big swings 
for test days. In the end, my skills grew, my 
clients were better served, and the work 
became stronger on both fronts. 

Around 2010, my attention drifted toward 
video. At the time, continuous lights weren’t 
dimmable, and lighting for motion was a 
completely different challenge. It forced me 
to think about light not just as a frozen frame, 
but as something that had to work across 
time and movement. It wasn’t always 
smooth, but it pushed me to grow—and I 
carried those lessons back into still 
photography. 

In 2013, I stood in subzero Chicago weather 
photographing a warehouse fire, my hands 
numb as ice clung to the buildings around 
me. At the time, it was just another 
assignment in the grind. More than a decade 
later, that frame — which opens this chapter 
— resurfaced in an entirely new context: 
helping lead Team USA to victory at the 2025 
World Photographic Cup, where I was 
honored with Best in Nation. That moment, 
born from endurance, became proof that the 
images we make along the way can outlast 
the struggles that produced them. 

By 2015, Instagram pulled me back into 
testing with models. Posting regularly meant 
I needed new content, and the only way to 
make that happen was to create it myself. 
That rhythm of planning, shooting, and 
sharing gave me structure, and the habit of 
testing accelerated my growth again. 

Testing, I realized, taught me as much about 
people as it did about pictures. Practice 
wasn’t just repetition with lights—it was also 
communication, preparation, and 
collaboration. Casting broadly improved my 
portfolio and sharpened my technical 
control. Sharing mood boards and setting 
expectations reduced flakiness and gave 
models buy-in. Working with crews taught 
me to direct less and listen more. I didn’t 
know it then, but those habits were laying 
the foundation for everything that came 
next. 

In my career, detours became 
breakthroughs. Trapdoors dropped me into 
new chapters. Rug-pulls forced me to 
change direction. But in 2018, for the first 
time, the surprise wasn’t a fall at all—it was a 
doorway that swung open and led to a 
staircase that carried me upward. The 
Professional Photographers of America 
invited me to speak at Imaging USA, their 
annual convention. That one engagement led 
to more public speaking, to teaching in-
person workshops, to launching my 
education site The Academy, to YouTube—

Celebrating with Team USA after winning the 2025 
World Photographic Cup in Quito, Ecuador. I’m 
fourth from the left, trophy in hand! My frozen 
warehouse fire image helped secure the victory and 
earned me Best in Nation.
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and eventually to writing this book. I realized 
that I loved helping other photographers 
grow just as much as I loved making 
pictures. I never had a mentor to guide me 
through lighting or portraiture; I had to 
stumble, test, and figure it out for myself. 
Teaching became my way of being the 
mentor I didn’t have after those journalism 
days. And while I always say I learned 
“lighting,” what I really learned was portrait 
photography: how to tell human stories with 
light, expression, composition, and 
presence. 

That’s the arc I’ve lived: detours, setbacks, 
doors closing, doors opening. In the next 
sections, I’ll share the practical habits and 
lessons that came out of that journey—how 
to approach test shoots, how to 
communicate and prepare, how to 
collaborate with a crew, and how to practice 
with purpose. 

PRACTICING WITH 
PURPOSE 
If there’s a single idea I want to leave you 
with, it’s this: growth as a photographer 
doesn’t happen by accident. It happens 
because you practice with intention. 

When I was younger, I thought buying more 
gear would take me to the next level. A new 
camera, a new lens, a bigger modifier — I 
imagined each purchase would unlock some 
new level of skill. But tools alone don’t make 
you better. They can expand your options, 
yes, but only if you already know how to use 
them with purpose. The real growth comes 
from building skills, not stockpiles. 

I also thought growth would come naturally 
just by taking more assignments. I believed 
that pressure itself would sharpen me, that 

the experience of “doing the job” would be 
enough to transform me. But left on its own, 
routine only breeds stagnation. Shooting the 
same way, under the same conditions, for 
the same kinds of clients can trap you in a 
comfortable loop. Real progress requires 
practice — deliberate, repeated, and 
structured in a way that forces you to stretch. 

That practice can take many forms. 
Sometimes it means recreating an image 
that inspires you, not to plagiarize but to 
reverse-engineer what makes it powerful. 
Other times it means building the same 
lighting setup until you can adjust it 
blindfolded. It means repeating techniques 
until they move from conscious calculation 
into instinct. And it means practicing the 
whole craft, not just the technical side: how 
you communicate, how you prepare, how 
you collaborate, how you deliver. 

As I mentioned earlier, purposeful practice 
also means knowing when to experiment and 
when to deliver. Client work should stay 
reliable; test shoots are where you take risks. 
Over time, the best of those experiments 
become your new “proven setups,” the ones 
you can bring into paid assignments with 
confidence. That cycle—test, refine, then 
deliver—is what keeps your work evolving 
instead of stagnating. 

This is why test shoots became my gym. 
They gave me the space to explore, to fail, to 
refine—without the weight of client 
expectations. And just as importantly, those 
sessions weren’t only about technical drills. 
They were about people: building 
relationships, fostering collaboration, and 
creating an environment where everyone felt 
invested. 

In the next section, I’ll walk you through how 
I structure those test shoots, how I keep 
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them professional, and how they became the 
single most important driver of growth in my 
career. 

PREPARING FOR ACTION 

When I’m planning test shoots, I start by 
thinking about casting. I bookmark models 
on Instagram constantly — dancers for dance 
concepts, trainers for fitness shoots, editorial 
faces for fashion-inspired ideas. The right 
subject doesn’t just make the picture 
stronger; it makes the practice more 
relevant. If you want to learn how fabric 
moves, shoot someone who knows how to 
move it. If you want to capture strength, find 
someone who lives in that world already. 

Diversity has been a deliberate priority. 
Casting broadly makes your portfolio more 
inclusive, but it also makes you sharper 
technically. Different skin tones and hair 
textures ask for new lighting solutions. The 
more variety, the more adaptable you 
become. 

From there, communication matters as much 
as casting. A vague “Want to shoot 
sometime?” almost never works. Instead, I 
keep my outreach clear and respectful: who I 
am, what I’m proposing, whether it’s paid or 
unpaid, and what the images are for. If it’s 
unpaid — which my test shoots are — I’m 
upfront about it. In return, I offer 
professionalism: a plan, a safe environment, 
and finished images delivered promptly. That 
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clarity builds trust long before we meet in 
person. 

Mood boards — just a simple collage of 
images representing an idea — became my 
most reliable tool.  They act like a visual 
contract, setting the tone for wardrobe, hair, 
makeup, and overall energy. I gather 
references I’d already be excited to shoot, 
then let the model choose what resonates. 
That way, they feel ownership, and I know I’ll 
be invested no matter what they pick. More 
than once, their choices surprised me in the 
best way. 

Preparation extends beyond mood boards. I 
ask models to bring more wardrobe options 
than we’ll need so we can match the clothing 
to the final sets. Early on, I often scheduled 
two models a day to hedge against 
cancellations. Now I typically book just one, 
because flake rates are much lower. Whether 
that’s due to clearer communication, the 
accountability mood boards create, or 
simply experience and reputation, the result 
is the same: smoother shoots. 

I also keep model releases simple and plain-
language. Both of us can use the images for 
promotion, neither of us can sell them as 
stock, and anyone can ask to be untagged. I 
also let models bring a guest if it helps them 
feel safe. Respect, clarity, and 
professionalism go further than any new 
modifier you can buy. 

That’s what test shoots are really about. Yes, 
they’re a place to practice lighting, but just 
as importantly, they’re training for 
communication, collaboration, and trust. 
When you put care into every step — casting, 
outreach, preparation, follow-through — the 
creative work flourishes. 

CLIENT CONSULTATIONS 

Once you’ve developed new ideas through 
testing, you can bring them into your client 
work — but only if they align with your 
client’s needs. That’s where a pre-session 
consultation comes in. Whether in person, 
over the phone, or via email, this 
conversation helps clarify expectations, 
discuss wardrobe and styling, review 
inspiration or reference images, and ensure 
everyone is on the same page. Strong 
communication builds trust and leads to 
better results. 

WORKING WITH A CREW 

Collaboration is one of the hardest skills for 
photographers to learn, because most of us 
begin alone. I was no exception. 

When I first started working with models, I 
often struggled to direct women’s hair and 
makeup — it was simply a language I hadn’t 
studied. I’d gather a crew, but if even one 
person canceled, the whole plan collapsed. 
Out of necessity, I photographed more men, 
because I could handle basic grooming and 
styling myself if something fell through. That 
independence kept shoots alive even when 
the perfect team wasn’t available. 

Over time, my confidence grew. I learned 
how to make decisions about women’s 
styling and how to direct hair and makeup 
when I was on my own, and I built a stronger 
network of stylists who brought their own 
expertise. Today I collaborate with male and 
female models more evenly, but the lesson 
stuck: always design a process you can 
execute even without the ideal crew. 

When a team is in place, the mindset shifts 
from independence to partnership. Everyone 
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on set is investing their talent for a reason, 
and their work deserves to be seen. If the 
wardrobe stylist pulled shoes, I’ll make full-
length frames. If the makeup is intricate, I’ll 
shoot close-ups. If the hairstylist created a 
hero angle, I’ll pose the model to highlight it. 
A simple question — “Does this show off your 
work?” — can turn hierarchy into 
collaboration. 

The tethered monitor became another 
turning point. Reviewing images in real time 
allowed me to invite input without losing 
control. Crew members feel valued when 
their contributions are visible in the frame, 
and I make better decisions with their eyes 
on details I might miss. 

Leadership on set is a balance. Dictatorship 
kills creativity; passivity breeds chaos. The 
sweet spot is to set a direction, invite ideas, 
and make the final call. Some of the best 
images of my career came from listening to a 
stylist or makeup artist who noticed 
something I hadn’t. If we can have opinions 
about hair and makeup, why shouldn’t they 
have opinions about photography? 

Working with a crew taught me that 
photography isn’t about commanding — it’s 
about conducting. When everyone feels 
invested, the results sing louder than 
anything one person could achieve alone. 

YOUR JOURNEY 
What happens next is up to you. The habits 
I’ve shared — testing, preparing, 
collaborating, practicing with purpose — 
aren’t just my story; they’re tools you can 
pick up today. Growth doesn’t come from 
waiting for the perfect client or the perfect 
gear. It comes from the deliberate choices 
you make, week after week, to create, to 

refine, and to keep moving forward. 
The skills in this book don’t live on the page 
— they live in the studio, on location, in the 
late nights of trial and error. You don’t need 
permission, and you don’t need perfect 
conditions. Start with what you have. Build 
your own test shoots. Communicate clearly. 
Invite collaboration. And keep showing up — 
because photography isn’t a puzzle you solve 
once, it’s a craft you strengthen through 
repetition. 

As you move beyond these chapters, stay 
curious. Experiment with styles that 
intimidate you. Cast subjects you’ve never 
worked with before. Recreate images you 
admire, then bend them toward your own 
voice. Some attempts will fall flat — that’s not 
failure, that’s fuel. The point is to stay in 
motion. 

If you want more structure in your practice, 
there are resources waiting for you. My in-
person workshops give you hands-on 
experience, real-time feedback, and the 
chance to learn shoulder-to-shoulder with 
other photographers. The Academy with 
John Gress offers a guided path online, 
where you can dive deeper into lighting, 
posing, and the business of photography at 
your own pace. And my Lighting Handbooks 
distill years of testing into clear, practical 
setups you can adapt to your own style. 

But no matter what resources you turn to, 
the real work always circles back to you: pick 
up your camera, gather collaborators, and 
make something new. That’s how you build 
not just a portfolio, but a career and a voice 
that feels like your own. 

So my final encouragement is simple: keep 
practicing, keep collaborating, keep learning, 
and keep growing — because this is your 
journey! 
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Ambient Light 
The natural or existing light in a scene before 
adding any artificial sources. 

Aperture 
The adjustable opening in a lens that 
controls how much light enters the camera; 
measured in f-stops. 

Bit Depth 
The amount of tonal information in a file. 8-
bit holds 256 levels per channel, while 16-bit 
holds over 65,000 levels. 

Bounce 
Light reflected off a surface (wall, ceiling, 
reflector) to create softer illumination. 

Calibration 
The process of adjusting a monitor so its 
brightness, color, and contrast accurately 
represent image files. 

Catchlight 
The reflection of a light source in a subject’s 
eyes, which adds life and sparkle. 

Color Space 
The range of colors an image file can 
represent (sRGB, Adobe RGB, ProPhoto RGB). 

Composition 
The arrangement of visual elements within a 
frame that directs the viewer’s attention. 

Continuous Light 
A constant light source (like LEDs) that allows 

you to see illumination in real time, unlike 
flash. 

Depth of Field (DOF) 
The range of distances in a photo that 
appear acceptably sharp, controlled by 
aperture, focal length, and subject distance. 

Dynamic Range 
The span between the darkest shadows and 
brightest highlights a camera sensor can 
record in a single exposure. 

Exposure Triangle 
The three camera settings — aperture, 
shutter speed, and ISO — that control 
brightness. 

Flag 
An opaque object used to block or shape 
light. 

Gamut 
The complete range of colors a device 
(monitor, printer, or file format) can 
reproduce. 

Histogram 
A graph showing the distribution of tones in 
an image, from shadows on the left to 
highlights on the right. 

ISO 
The setting that adjusts the sensor’s 
sensitivity to light; higher values brighten but 
also increase noise. 

GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS
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Modifier 
An attachment that changes the quality of 
light, such as a softbox, umbrella, or grid. 

NAS (Network-Attached Storage) 
A multi-drive storage device connected via 
network or Ethernet, allowing access from 
multiple computers. 

Negative Space 
Empty areas around the subject that add 
balance and breathing room to a 
composition. 

Preset (Lightroom) / Style (Capture One) 
A saved set of editing adjustments applied to 
an image to create a consistent look. 

Profile (RAW Processing) 
The baseline rendering of color and tone 
applied to a RAW file before adjustments, 
such as Adobe Color or Camera Matching. 

RAID (Redundant Array of Independent 
Disks) 
A system that combines multiple hard drives 
for speed or redundancy. 

RAW File 
An unprocessed image file that retains 
maximum data from the camera sensor. 

Reflector 
A surface (often white, silver, or gold) used to 
bounce light back onto the subject. 

Scrim 
A panel of fabric or mesh used to control 
light. White or translucent scrims diffuse and 
soften illumination, spreading it more evenly. 
Black scrims reduce light transmission. 

Softbox 
A light modifier with fabric sides and 
diffusion panels that create soft, even light. 

Sync Speed 
The fastest shutter speed at which a camera 
can synchronize with flash without creating 
partial exposures. 

Tethering 
Connecting a camera to a computer (usually 
via USB-C) so images transfer instantly into 
software like Capture One or Lightroom. 

Time Machine 
Apple’s built-in backup software that creates 
automatic snapshots of your Mac. 

Umbrella 
A light modifier that spreads light broadly 
when used in “shoot-through” mode or 
reflects light back when used as a bounce. 

White Balance 
The adjustment that ensures colors appear 
neutral under different lighting conditions 
(daylight, tungsten, fluorescent, etc.).
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