Outdoor Flash Technique - manual camera and flash!

This article assumes you will be in control of both the camera and the flash as would be done by a
working professional shooting portraits or wedding photographs outdoors, or an advanced amateur
making images in a similar fashion. Both the camera andasie &re in manual mode. This is not simple
oncamera fill flash. This is control.

FIl ash outdoors is a complex subject, made more di
the hardware will gslve your complex lightingssues for you. Camamanufacturers emphasize the

ability of their flash units to solve problems for you, ytou start reading all of the information on how

they do it you soon discover that the methods used by the cantkfashare not consistent. Different

modes onlte camera (Program, Shutter or Aperture Priority, Manual, or some other specialty setting) all
handle flash photography differently, and in some modes the amount of ambient light changes the way the
camera and flash interpret the need fostilaAnd this$ in DSLR camerasforget about control with a

point and shoot.

First, letds |l ook at why we use g3 1 ot O0r s at

many photographers do so. From my perspedt is a matter of making a
good image better, in both contrast and color, and in the ability to cont

control the balance of the bg light in relation to the light on theestijjst
to illustrate the use of flash to improve the light on the subject.

The first image was shot entirely by ambient light, in open shade on the§
of a barn with brighter light in the background (bEhe ambient light was
overcast, so the bg lighs not overpowering in relation to the subject.
Anything wrong here? Nope. Nice soft light, and open shadows. In relat
to other shots done at the same time, this image opens very much coole

than those where flash is added, but that is easily contpensa f or (i t 6s c al d whi t ¢

Next we look at a series of images where flash is added. The flash is a Qflash with the standard reflector,
including the supplied diffusion material. That makeslight a 5 inch round source; small, but larger

than a oncamera style flash hea@ther flash units could be used, such as a Vivitar 283 with some
diffusion material taped in a loop in front of the flash head. Adding a softbox or umbrella is another
option we will discuss further on.

The flash is mountedn a light stand and can be placed anywhere to create whatever lighting effect is
wanted. It is fired by a radio slave, and the meter readiege taken with a Sekonic358 meter. The
advantage of this meter is that the percentage of flash to ambidns lggbvided as part of the main
readout, so calculations are not necessrg.camera setting is matched to the readout on the meter. You
have to be able to trust your metiewill include some addition thinking to the ratios for the benefit of
those viho do not have this kind of readout.



In the first imagdright) the flash is rather powerful and registers as 80% of the
light creating the image at the subject location. This is too much flash for an
outdoor portrait as it calls attention to itselidedepending on the ambient light |
in the bgcould render it very unrealisticaliark Our subject heresi close to the

wall so the badowdensgty can be easily seen.

The next image (left) is at 60% flash. The shadows on
barn are more open, but not much, and the obvious us
flash is still very evident.

What we do see that is positive in both of these imaged
the directional quality of the light from the flash, much like a studio flash with a
parabolic reflector, creating shading on the side of the face away from the light
and fully | i ofthefacea.dlrhetcolar of fheroaiginkl dile is also

war mer AThecoleris anpartant from one aspect, and that is that the
ambient light is from two sources, the sky and reflected light from the grass. That
means that the light on tli@ce andn the shadows is coahost likelyblue to cyan. This may require

extra effort to get us to a usable imadelding flash has another advantages shutter speeds drop in

lower light, the flash helps us create a sharp, crisp image of our subjeafter, diffused appearance is
desired, that is easier to create than what is needed to sharpen a softedimagd. ur r ed i mage
softer, it is simply blurred.

The next imagéright) is at 40% flashwhich isatthe high end of my
personal preference for this type of shooting. This is about the equivale®==
to adding flash one stop under the ambient light and compensating for®"

added light by closing the aperture one half stop. Shadows are open, E=
obvious, and all the advantages ofled flash are there.

Finally (left) we get down to added
flash atabout20%, which ismy aim
for an outdoor portrait. \kh our
subject up againsthe wall we carsee
that the shadow from the flash is still
there, but is subtland openThe
ambient light is actig as a major fill
light with the flash providing
direction and modeling. When shooting chrome films this was a safe
way to handle outdoor portraits, aisdhe same as adding flash two
stops under the ambient light. The added exposure to the film was
abou Y4 stop, the least amount of light that added a noticeable and
valuable change to the image, and again, with the added advantage of
color correction. The same technique can be used easily with digital
cameras in the same way, especially when shootingapture.

S



In this shot of the meter readout we see that the ISO is
200, the shutter speed is 1/125 and the suggested exp
is f/9.0. The meter is set to readout in 1/3 stop increme
rather than %2 stops. However, the aperture chart reado
the botom still reads in half stops. The 80% indication
the upper right shows thapproximately80% of the total
exposure is provided by the flagh.reality it means that
the flash is somewhere between 75% and 84%.

The lower marker between f/4 and f/Sa@licates the
ambient light. It actually reads /5.0 when read separately,
the 1/3 stop incremengnd the digital readout beimgore accurate. The center marker at f/8 was
flashing. This indicates which of the indicators represents the flash outputf andrse, the highest
readout represents the total combined light from the two sources.

The second readout indicates a different situation where the ambient light was 1/60 at f/7.1, shown by the
center marker. The lower marker at f/4 was the flashing
marker in this case, indicating that the flash was about t
stops below the total light at f/8. If you do the math, the
is a minor discrepancy here, but it is close enough to b
ignorable. The meter does not read out in percentages
other than 10% incremés, sowe can not see indications
of 26%, or 32%, for example.

The concept for me is to be lower than 30% until the 20
reading occurs. Starting at the higher amount of flash al
dropping down guarantees that you are not below 20% )
want something ithe 2625% range as my target reading. Being more accurate than this is rarely
important, especially in outdoor portraits. More important is your total exposure accuracy, and the
approximate relationship between your ambient and flash contributiors éxpbsure.

It is interesting that the same technique used to add flash to what is
essentially fairly soft light works exactly the same with hard sun where
the flash is literally opening up the shadows. Same lighting technique,
same metering techique,reewith the flash closer to 30% and a little

help from the white wall An umbrella was added to the flash in this

shot. | prefer a softer fill flash when the ambient is hard to avoid having
conflicting hard light sources, which may show up as two shadows
Maybe on Tatoine, but not here on Earth.

The hard sun in this shot shows up as a very bright spot on her forehead
(to be fair, all samples in this article are as shot without retouching).
That would be softened in Photoshop before making prints.




Another lighting possibilityis totally soft light. Wth no bg

beyond the subjeete can use different lightingtechnique.

This is the case in theskos against a barn wall. The light
source was the Qflash, but in this case fired through a 4x6 foot
white Panelite diffuser. Ehpanel provides a very large, very
soft light, but a similaeffect could be obtained with a smaller
disc diffuser, or a large umbrella. The primary disadvantage of
umbrellas is that they become parachutes outdoors and end up
becoming shock absorbers (if you are lucky) when your flash
blows over, and it willPanelsand disc diffusers require an
assistant, but the flash can remain safely in place on the stand.
| use the panel right at the camera so | can hold one side with
one hand and shoot with the other. The assistant, which could
be a mother or friend of the sebj, simply holds the other

side in position, which requires no special training. A light
stand could be used, but you are back to problems if wind is
present.

This first shot is with the flash at 80% (1/40 @ f/13) of the exposure. In the case of thapdm® bg
in a different plane, the percentage of flash is less important, and carnt®@&00%,muchas it would be
in the studio.

The second shot is the same as the first with the flash
percentage dropped to 20% (1/40 @ f/7.1). There is not much
change in th image except that the shadows that do occur on
or behind the subject are more open, ambient light becoming a
soft fill.

The paneladisc, or umbrella could also be used when the bg
is away from the subjecYou wouldhave to introduce the
relaionship between the subject lighting and what occurs to
the bg into the decision making proceBise balance of
illumination between the subject and the bg is a matter of
taste.




Another advatage to using flash at these lower percentages is the lower power required to get good

results. This means that good light can come from smaller flash units, especially if you avoid hard sun
and small apertureszetting our subject away from the barnisigdto see
less of theeffect of the flash hides the obviousness of the added light.

Using the light carefully in balance with the bg allows us to use flash i
an unobtrusive manner and gain control over the reJiiiessnumbers are
not given here as dy are not really important. Different bgs and the

decision of the photographer as to how the bg will relate to the subjec
order to look realistic will determine the ratio of subjecbg brightness.

In this shot on a porglthe flash $ to the left of theamera enough

to almost provide split lighting. But, at low percentages, and with a
panel reflector to the righthe light is soft, and appearsragturalas
ambient lightThe shutter speed wabsnply chosen to balance the
light in the window to the subjeess mentioned above.

It takes a little more effort to shoot thigy. At the very least you

(5, 2 need a light stand and a long synch cord. At best you need a radio
slave and p055|bly a dISC diffuser or umbrella. And, of course, you need a flash that can work off camera.
But, with just a little testing you can create arso@ that will work for you every time, without relying
on the inconsistencies of auto flash, and with far more creative control tfemmema flash would ever
provide.




