
Photographers are always searching for the “perfect” light.  Since “perfect”

depends upon the photographer’s style, subject matter and quality of light

desired, the search is ongoing. The three standard light modifiers—the

umbrella, box and grid spot—cover many situations, but cannot fulfill all

lighting challenges. (See “Quality of Light” PT, May/June 2001.) There’s a

huge gap in the quality of light between the high contrast of the grid spots

and the soft, diffused, light of umbrellas or boxes. 

Enter the “Beauty Dish,” with its soft, yet snappy light that provides
medium coverage. It’s the equivalent of hazy sunlight with diffused and soft-
ened highlights, but still offers some depth in the shadows. It’s called a
“Beauty” light because it provides more “oomph” than an umbrella, and
works extremely well on people, highlighting good skin without picking up
the details of fine lines and pores.

The dish light was developed to provide photographers with a tool to
finely sculpt their subjects with light. The light is richer and more contrasty
than any other soft light modifier, but without the harshness of spotlights.
Normally the shadows are feathered, but defined. The fall-off is slightly more
gradual than with a box light, but much less wrap-around than with an
umbrella. The dish’s shape and depth varies from manufacturer to manufac-
turer, but all share these common features: a reflector with basic parabolic
shape; white or silver interior; and a removable deflector positioned in front
of the flash tube so light reflects back into the dish.  Most come with dif-
fusers and grid attachments.

Diameter sizes range from 15 inches (Calumet Elite Soft-Lite Reflector) to
43.5 inches (Mola Mantti). Most brands average less than 20 inches. Its com-
mon shape appears as a big, wide, shallow bowl, with a completely smooth,
white or soft silver interior. Dynalight, Elite, Broncolor and Profoto use this
style with a brushed metallic interior finish in 15-18-inch sizes. Profoto also
offers a white interior for slightly softer light. 

I’ll highlight four dish manufacturers in this article since each offers some-
thing unique.

Beauty Dishes
by Bobbi Lane
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Balcar
Balcar, an innovator in lighting

since 1952, invented the
beauty dish (as far as I
know). Their version is
the 19-inch Opalite 2,
which has a brushed
metallic interior, flat back

with scalloped edges and a
silver deflector. I’ve been

shooting with Balcars since 1979, and
have used the Opalite many times.  It cre-
ates perfect hazy sunlight without harsh,
sharp-edged shadows. 

One great thing about the Balcar sys-
tem is the way the umbrellas attach to
the heads. Just below the f lash tube
there’s a hole exactly the size of the cen-
ter pole of Balcar umbrellas. The pole
pushes through the middle of the head,
and is held under tension, so the head

Briese lighting utilizing the Sun reflector in
the flood position. The Briese system
concentrates on “focusing” light with long,
strobe tubes.

The Mola Mantti is a warmer light, which
provides even coverage with feathered,
soft fall-off shadow in the background for a
much more diffused and softer light .
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points almost into the center of the
umbrella. 

This system also is used for the silver
deflector. The dish mounts on the head
and the strobe tube protrudes from the
back. The cone-shaped deflector is about
3 inches in diameter. It is attached to a
pole that pushes into the head, blocking
the direct light. Since light travels in all
directions, some of the light from the
strobe tube hits the deflector and
bounces back into the dish, while some
fills the dish directly. All the light is
reflected out of the dish in an umbrella-
like fashion, with more light in the middle
and less at the edge providing a gradual
fall off. However, the sparkling metallic
interior increases contrast and color satu-
ration. As with most dish lights of this
type, there is a slight “dead spot” in the
center where light is blocked.  It’s barely
noticeable; with a diffuser, the light evens
out, and the highlights and shadows are
softened. 

With the deflector removed, the light
becomes a hard light with sharp shadows
covering about 40°. Attaching the deflector
adds 10° to the coverage; adding the diffuser
increases the coverage to 70°. Grids are avail-
able in 20°, 30° and 40°. Both the diffuser
and grids reduce light output by about one
stop.

Although I didn’t test these, two other
Balcar diffused light reflectors are worth
mentioning. The Opalite 3 is a faceted,
parabolic reflector used mainly without a
deflector to produce an effect similar to
theatrical Fresnel spotlights. 

Balcar’s premier beauty light is the Dia-
mond Box. Spun aluminum with a translu-
cent dome diffuser positioned over the
tube, it’s 31 inches in diameter. The light
spreads over the entire surface, providing
even light. To increase contrast, the
dome’s front panel can be removed. A
camera mount under the strobe tube
allows the photographer to get a ring light
effect.  

I used the Opalite at a location job—
two people in front of a plane shot outside
on an airport’s tarmac. Originally, I
planned to diffuse the sun with a 20×20-
foot silk, but it was raining so intensely,
visibility was about 10 feet.  Instead, I pho-
tographed the people indoors using the
Opalite, then shot the plane separately on
a hazy, sunny day, and combined the two
shots. The effect was beautiful and cover-
age was fairly even for full length, with
great color saturation. 

For information, visit: www.balcar.com.

Calumet Elite
Calumet makes the
15-inch Soft-Lite
Reflector with a
brushed metallic
surface in the classic
parabolic shape. The silver
semi-dome “diffusing cone” is connected
by three springs, which suspend it in front
of the strobe tube. The light hits the cone,
then bounces back into the reflector
spreading out about 75–80°. 

What makes this reflector unique is a
special accessory “Front Diffuser/Grid.”
This hard plastic diffuser clips onto the
front of the dish, and has a 7-inch hole in
the center that accepts grids. With the
diffuser on and no grid, the Soft-Lite
Reflector performs like any other dif-
fuser, softening the highlights and shad-
ows, and spreading the light. But when
the center diffuser cone is removed, and
any size grid added, you have a central
pool of bright light surrounded by soft
light. It’s great for highlighting specific
areas, such as a necklace on a model,
without hard light on the face. This
can be used for many special effects
and moods.

For information, visit: www.calumet-
photo.com.

Briese
Briese (pronounced
“breezy”) was
founded by photogra-
pher H.W. Briese who
sought efficient, con-
trollable light. His system concen-
trates on “focusing” light with large,
extra large and super large parabolic
umbrellas. To do this, he engineered a
new flash system with long strobe tubes
that focus the light by sliding the head in
or out of the focusing collar. Umbrella
sizes range from 30 to 128.7 inches
(almost 11 feet!). The light 
is highly efficient, able to deliver high 
ƒ-stops at low-watt seconds. (Charts show-
ing ƒ-stops at different distances, includ-
ing coverage changes from flood to spot,
with all Briese light modifiers are available
on their web site.) 

Briese also makes a variety of reflec-
tors.  For this article, I used the Sun
Reflector in both f lood and spot posi-
tions. The Sun Reflector is a smooth, sil-
ver parabola without a center deflector. It
provides a bright, contrasty light and

The Mola Setti features a diffuser, which
softens and broadens the light.

The Calumet Elite Soft-Light Reflector
features a brushed metallic surface in a
classic parabolic shape.
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defined shadows, but still is softer than a
grid spot. In the spot position, the high-
lights were hotter and the shadow fall-off
quick with sharp, focused shadows in the
background.  In the flood position, the
light quality softens, and the spread is
amazingly even. 

At a distance of 20 feet, the spread of
light is almost perfectly even 10 feet in all
directions from the center of where the
light hits. If you needed to evenly light a
20×20-foot wall, you could point this
reflector perpendicular to the wall from
a height of 10 feet and 20 feet away, and
the most fall-off you would have at the
edges would be less than 0.3 stops (less
than 1/3 stop)! This is amazing because
you also get about ƒ/4 with only 400 watt
seconds. 

In my testing, I positioned models close
to the background in order to see the qual-
ity of the shadows. In both positions, there
is a double shadow—one from the direct
tube, surrounded by a softer shadow from
the reflector. The strobe pack, umbrellas
and all accessories are yellow and black.
These lights are pricey, but worth it.

For information, visit: www.briese.com.

Mola
I’ve saved the best for last. Mola lights are
available in four sizes and shapes: the 22-
inch Demi, 28-inch Setti, 33.5-inch Euro,
and the new 43.5-inch Mantti. I tested the
Setti and the Mantti. Designed by Cana-
dian photographer Walter Melrose, these
dish lights provide a variety of qualities
that are rich, efficient and outstandingly
gorgeous. Whenever I bring my Setti to a
workshop, students end up in a feeding
frenzy over who gets to use it first. The
Setti is the first choice of celebrity portrait
photographer, Greg Gorman.  

Walter created the dishes in several
ways, using the patented undulations of
the reflectors to shape the light, giving it
directionality, yet softness with gradual
fall off. Mola lights are unique. Translu-

cent opal glass is used instead of an
opaque deflector, allowing some light to
pass through while the rest is reflected
back into the contours of the dish, elimi-
nating the “dead spot” in the light.  The
diffusion layer is bonded into this very
hard glass and can withstand high heat
without discoloration. The interiors of
the Mola lights are white (instead of sil-
ver), so it’s easier to control specular high-
lights and accentuate skin tones. A
specially formulated coating produces
light of exceptional clarity with a slight
warming effect.  All of these lights create
an even center of light with a graduated,
feathered fall-off of about one-half stop.
Yet all four lights have slightly different
characteristics.

If you look at the Molas’ profile, you can
see how the light is shaped differently by
size and depth. The 28-inch Setti is the
deepest, providing a center core of soft
light with a slightly greater contrast that
falls off quickly and gives more depth and
edge to the shadows. It has plenty of cov-
erage for full length.  

The 33.5-inch Euro and 22-inch Demi
have a medium shallow profile that takes
up less studio space, and makes them easy
to balance on a boom. Their overall design
is the same. The Euro has a broader cover-
age, while the Demi is good for portraits.
The largest Mola is the 43.5-inch Mantti.
With a depth of only 9.5 inches, it creates
a broad, even light source with diffused
shadows, very similar to a window. All
models have a nylon, color-corrected
“shower-cap” diffuser for softening the
light.  The light output efficiency of these
lights is great, not requiring huge amounts
of power. The quality of light from the
Molas is superb and suitable for portraits,
fashion and still life.

For information, visit: www.mola-light.
com.

Conclusion
Each of these four Beauty Dishes creates
wonderful light in their own fashion.  Test-
ing is the key to discovering what works
best for you. Mola, Balcar and Elite lights
are available through Calumet. Briese has
three locations: Los Angeles, Miami, and
New York. n

Bobbi Lane is a commercial and stock
photographer with more than 25 years
experience. A prize-winning photo
educator, she teaches regularly at
the Santa Fe and Calumet Institute

Balcar’s Opalite 2 creates a snappy, but
soft light. All the light is reflected out of the
dish in an umbrella-like fashion, with more
light in the middle and less at the edge,
which provides a gradual fall-off. 

The Elite Soft-Light Reflector used with a
diffuser and 20° grid.  (Note how the face
is much brighter than the rest of the body.)
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