


Flash can give us 

the opportunity to 

add depth to our 

images and give an 

impression of the 

three dimensional 

world in which we 

live.



Having a flash on 

the top of your 

camera can be great 

for a bit of fill light, 

but you generally 

don’t want it to be 

your main light 

source.



• Redeye is common

• Very flat lighting

• Not very flattering

• Harsh shadows

• Often dark backgrounds

Using a Speedlight on the

hotshoe will lessen the 

effects a small amount.



Redeye is caused by flash 

bouncing off the fundus at 

the back of the eye and 

back out through the pupil, 

shining straight into the 

lens.

The colouration is due to 

light passing through blood, 

absorbing all but the red 

wavelengths of light.
“Devil cat” Copyright Lothann ©2006
Used under Creative Commons License



Speedlights can be 

used either on the 

hotshoe, when 

required, but they 

are also able to be 

taken off the camera 

to produce light from 

more flattering 

angles.



Getting the flash off 

the camera will 

eliminate redeye, 

and result in a more 

flattering light that 

allows us to give 

some shape and 

depth to both our 

subjects and their 

environment.



Once the light 

source is removed 

from the camera, we 

also get a great 

amount of creative 

control over how we 

would like our 

images to look.



You can even mix 

your speedlights

with the ambient 

light and have the 

best of both worlds.

Here, both the sun 

and the flash 

contributed to the 

final exposure.



You can even mix 

your speedlights

with ambient light.

Here, the sun is our 

main light source, 

and flash was used 

as a rim light behind 

the subject in order 

to separate her from 

the background.



So, even in the day, 

flash can be helpful.

This is Colin.  On 

the left he is lit only 

by the ambient 

daylight.  On the 

right, a speedlight

inside a softbox is 

the main light.



We can also use 

multiple lights in 

order to enhance the 

form, shape and 

texture of our 

subject.

Here, our subject is 

lit entirely by flash.



We can even use 

multiple lights in 

order to enhance the 

form, shape and 

texture of our 

subject.

Here, our subject is 

lit entirely by flash.



The same principle 

holds true when 

lighting any subject.

Here is a small cave 

lit by just the soft 

ambient light of the 

dull daylight on a 2 

minute long 

exposure.



Here is the same 

cave, with a shorter 

exposure (30 

seconds) at a 

smaller aperture, lit 

using a constant 

light source from 

various angles in 

order to increase the 

representation of 

texture and depth in 

the walls.



So, how do we get 

our flash off the 

camera?

There are two main 

methods by which 

we can fire our flash 

when separated 

from the camera, 

either as an “optical 

slave” or by using 

wireless triggers.



In slave mode, a 

sensor on the flash 

is constantly 

monitoring and 

waiting for another 

flash to fire.

When another flash 

is detected, this one 

also fires.



Here, a transmitter 

is connected to your 

camera, and a 

receiver to each 

flash.

When the camera 

fires, it sends a 

signal to all flashes.



With studio strobes, 

receivers are 

connected via a 

cable, as they don’t 

have a hotshoe.



There are times when it’s more advantageous to use one 

type of flash over another, or even both at the same time.

• Small, light & portable
• Battery powered
• Relatively inexpensive
• No cables to trip over
• TTL & High Speed Sync
• Easily used on location

• Much more powerful
• Continuous modelling lights
• Wider array of modifiers available
• No need to worry about battery life
• Built-in light stand mount
• Cheaper if you need a lot of power



Sometimes, one or 

two speedlights just 

don’t have enough 

power!

Six were used here, 

a total retail cost of 

around £2,000.



Both types of flash also have their drawbacks.  Note that 

sometimes, an advantage is also a disadvantage.

• Not very powerful
• Battery powered
• No modelling light
• Not as many modifiers
• Needs special stand adapters

• Big, clunky and not very portable
• Require electric supply or heavy battery pack
• They can be quite delicate
• Good ones are expensive
• It won’t go on your hotshoe



Light modifiers are 

anything which 

alters the shape, 

size or function of 

the light.

Here, several are in 

use; An octagonal 

softbox with a grid 

on a studio strobe, 

and a speedlight

with a grid.



Light modifiers can 

make a light source 

hard, or soft.

They can focus the 

light to a point or 

force it to spread.

They can also block 

light in from going in 

certain directions.



Hard light comes from small light 

sources.

It produces very sharp and 

defined shadows, has a very 

rapid transition between light 

and dark, and can help to bring 

out detail.

Despite this photograph, hard 

light is generally not very 

flattering to women.



Soft light comes from large light 

sources.

They produce a much softer 

edge transition between light 

and shadow areas, as it can 

“wrap” around the subject.

This is usually more flattering for 

female subjects, as it reduces 

lines & wrinkles (that they don’t 

have in reality, obviously). 



Size is relative.

A small softbox

close in on a tiny 

subject can still be 

classed a large light 

source, while it may 

be a very small light 

source when used 

with something the 

size of your average 

person.



The opposite is also true.

Moving a large light source 

further away from your subject 

can make it a smaller hard light 

source.

This is why the sun, the largest 

light source in the solar system 

(864,327 miles in diameter), is 

considered a “hard light”.  As big 

as it is, when it’s 93 million miles 

away, it becomes quite small.



Altering the distance, however, 

has other effects on the light.

The closer the light is to our 

subject, the more rapid the light 

falloff (how quickly it fades to 

blackness).

This was shot using a 4ft 

softbox, only a few inches away 

from the subject’s face, and 

even the lit side gets noticeably 

darker rather quickly.



Here the flash is further away 

from our subject.  This results in 

a more even spread of light, with 

less rapid light falloff.

Here, both of the arms, and the 

face are receiving approximately 

the same level of brightness, 

despite being at different 

distances from the flash.

The rim light here was provided 

by the setting sun.



Both size and distance are important in determining how 

rapidly the light falls off, and how hard or soft the light is.

Increasing the distance to make the light harder or to 

decrease the rate of falloff comes at a cost, and this cost is 

power.

It’s a fine balancing act, and this is where one type of light 

can really shine over the other (no pun intended).

If you want a large light source with a slow light falloff, for 

example, to photograph a group of people, you may need 

powerful lights and very large modifiers.



The distance of the 

light source to the 

subjects in this group 

allowed the front and 

back rows of people 

to be evenly lit.

Two lights with large 

modifiers meant that 

the light would be 

soft throughout, but 

for that you need 

power!



Understanding how light 

works will greatly improve 

your portrait photography, 

and there are many fantastic 

books out there on this 

subject.

One of the best available is 

“Light, Science & Magic”, 

which should be available 

pretty much anywhere.

ISBN #978-0240812250



ISBN #978-0321544087ISBN #978-0321580146

The Hot Shoe Diaries & The Moment It Clicks, by Joe McNally.



Different focal lengths and 

distances from your subject will 

present your subject in different 

ways to the camera.

Getting this close to your subject 

with an ultra wide angle lens, 

while possibly amusing 

(although perhaps not to the 

subject), is not very flattering.



This image was 

taken shortly after 

the previous one with 

the same lens, but a 

little further back.

Wide angle lenses 

for environmental 

portraits are great to 

give your subject 

some context.



Generally speaking, 

you’re going to be 

using a focal length 

of between 50-

200mm for shooting 

headshots and full 

length portraits, 

depending on the 

format of your 

camera.



Key Light

Rim Light Rim Light



Key Light

Rim Light



Key Light

Fill Light



©2012 JBC Media.  All Rights Reserved.

For more information on any of the techniques or principles 
mentioned in this presentation, please visit www.diyfilm.co.uk.

Information on our future presentations, group workshops and one-
to-one training sessions is available at www.jbcmedia.co.uk.

http://www.diyfilm.co.uk/
http://www.jbcmedia.co.uk/

