
The Digital Revolution is upon us.
I recently read that about 40% of
professional photographers now
shoot at least some of their jobs with
digital cameras.That includes
portrait and wedding photographers
as well as commercial and editorial.
Photojournalism is 100% digital now.

But digital presents special challenges,
especially in lighting. The two biggest
problems in capturing digital images are
blown out highlights and noisy, under-
exposed shadows. If you already work dig-
itally you’ve probably discovered this by
now. If you’re now making the transition
and you’ve been shooting transparency,
you’ll have an easier time lighting for digi-
tal than if you’ve been a print shooter.
Negative films have about a five-stop
latitude (areas that retain detail), trans-
parency films have about a three-stop
latitude and digital is about four. How-
ever, that is deceiving and that’s what this
article is about. 

Film and digital curves
The curve of both negative and positive
films is gradual from the toe to the shoul-
der, although transparency film has a
much steeper curve. Digital actually has a
smoother curve than transparency—as
long as the subject is evenly lit and has no
bright highlights. With digital, the curve
gradually ascends, then spikes at the high-
lights. What this means in practical terms
is that highlights have a tendency to blow
out, lacking any detail. Transparency
holds some highlight detail better. Obvi-
ously, this presents major problems when
shooting backlit outside, using hair lights
on blondes, adding slash lights to pale
skin, retaining detail in high-key situa-
tions, or using a contrasty lighting source
(such as a grid spot) as a main light.

The immediate solution is to under-
expose, but that presents its own prob-
lems. Digital is not film, so shadows don’t
just go black as they do in film. A digital
sensor tries to find something to register
and when it doesn’t, it translates shadow
to noise. Visually, it looks like a pattern

has been superimposed on dark areas. So
underexposing to retain highlight detail
just adds noise to the shadows. What do
we do?

Light flat
One answer is to light flat. In other
words, use big soft lights, like soft boxes,
with lots of diffusion so highlights won’t
spike. Remember that whenever we add
diffusion to the light source it spreads the
light, lowers exposure and, most impor-

tantly, brings the highlights down a notch
(see “Quality of Light” in PT May/June
2001). While this works, I disagree with
those who say this is the only answer. I’m
not willing to give up the amazing vari-
ations of light quality when shooting dig-
ital. I paint my subjects with light
according to the mood, description and
purpose of the shot. It would be a very
boring world if photographers were rele-
gated to only using soft boxes or bounced
light. Don’t get me wrong—I love soft
light and use boxes or bounce under|P
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Figure 1. Need caption…



many circumstances. But not all the time.
The images in this article were created

in one of my classes, “Advanced Portrait
Lighting Techniques,” taught through the
Julia Dean Workshop in Los Angeles. We
worked with professional make-up stylist
Lusine Galadjian, from www.make-
upspot.com, who was tremendously help-
ful. I shot everything in both film and
digital* so that we could compare,
although both formats are shown in just
the situations where it’s relevant. I brack-
eted the exposures half-stops in almost all
lighting setups, just as I would for trans-
parency. I used a Minolta VI flash meter,
which helps find the latitude from high-
light to shadow. I set the white balance to
daylight, since I was shooting strobe, cap-
turing to high-quality JPEGs. The follow-
ing settings were used for each camera:
Fuji S1, 3040×2016, ISO 320, sRGB;  the
Fuji S2, 4256×2848, ISO 100, sRGB;
Nikon D-100, 3008×2000, ISO 200,
RGB. To judge this test honestly, I did not
manipulate the levels or brightness/con-
trast with Photoshop, but did retouch
spots or flyaway hairs.

Use histograms
I used the histogram on my camera display
to judge the best exposure. Don’t judge
exposure just by looking at your camera’s
LCD display. The displays can be inaccu-
rate and vary greatly depending upon the
ambient light. Always use the histogram.
Make sure that you don’t have a spike at
the right side, which is the highlight, or at
the left, which is the shadow. It’s okay for
spikes to be in the middle. The exception
is when shooting on a white or black back-
ground—then spikes at either end are
acceptable. (I highly recommend that all
film and digital photographers learn
Photoshop. You don’t have to be a master,
but you do need to know what’s possible
and how it works.)

Figure 1 is done with a three umbrella
set-up. Granted, this is a soft light set-up,
but it’s not just a box and is a beautiful
light for creamy skin tones. I used three
42-inch white umbrellas: the main light in
the butterfly position on a boom, with two
lights on either side, so the lights form an
upside-down “U.” The side lights are set
one stop less than the main light. The
exposure reading was ƒ/11, although this
image was shot at ƒ/10. I normally open
up a 1/2 stop for all portraits since people
look better with less detail in their skin.

For this shot, the model’s coffee-colored
skin matched the background paper,
which didn’t need to be lit because of the
wide spread of the umbrellas. The his-
togram has information throughout, with
some spikes within the normal range for
her hair in the shadow end, and her eyes
and teeth at the highlight. We powdered
her face down with translucent powder,
which I suggest for all people. About 20
minutes after a shower, people start to per-
spire a bit. This shows up on the face as
bright highlights, and since that is the
greatest enemy of digital—powder, pow-
der, powder! You can get translucent pow-
der at any drug store. I recommend Almay
because it’s hypoallergenic. I suggest using
cotton pads for application; have the sub-
ject lean forward or cover the garment
with a tissue to avoid spill.

Figure 2 is the girl leaning against the
wall. It is lit with just a single light source,
a Mola Setti beauty dish with no fill. The
Mola is a large pan dish reflector (see
“Beauty Dish,” PT May/June 2002) that
has more contrast than either a box or
umbrella, but less than a grid. The light
does fall off, but not sharply, and high-
lights, although brighter, still retain detail.

High-key lighting
I was very happy at how digital rendered
the highlights in the image of the bride  in
figure 3. This is classic high-key lighting:
pure white background, white clothes,
brightly lit, with no flare or loss of detail.
The lighting set up is a Mola Setti in the
“loop” position (slightly off to one side)

with a small strip box at about mid-level
to prevent fall off. Two 42-inch white
umbrellas, set one stop hotter than the
foreground, light the white paper back-
ground. The strip light is set one stop
below the main light, and the strip and
Mola combined equal ƒ/16. The back-
ground is ƒ/22. Notice that the dress still
has detail, except for the top horizontal
layers, but there is tone throughout. The
histogram has a spike at the right, as it
should with the majority of tonal informa-
tion in the upper end, but there is informa-
tion in the lower end too. I did not
overexpose this, shooting right at ƒ/16.
This digital image worked just like the
transparency, keeping most of the detail
and tonality at the upper end.

Keeping with the high-key theme, the
next model is lit by a snoot with a piece of
diffusion material over the front that
spreads and softens the highlights a bit (fig-
ure 4). She was closer to the background,
too, which causes the little bit of wrap-
around on her arms and face. We wanted
the harder light for more drama. We tried to
flare this shot a bit around the edges by
making the background lights (two 43-inch
white umbrellas) 11/2 stops brighter, which
on film, is enough to make flare happen.
Flare desaturates the color and causes the
image to lose sharpness and be soft. The
correct exposure was ƒ/11  and the his-
togram shows a small spike at the right, with
all remaining info spread throughout the
mid-tones, leaning towards the high end.
The second shot (figure 5) is shot at ƒ/8,
again with the spike at the right but with the
information shifted much more into the
lighter tones. This image retains detail in the
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Figure 2. Need caption… Figure 3. Need caption…

* I used three different cameras for this article: the Fuji S1,
Fuji S2 and Nikon D-100. They all performed extremely
well—I can’t tell the difference in image quality among
them.



face, and is a different effect than the cor-
rectly exposed shot, but it doesn’t flare. One
stop over on transparency film with a white
background and you would have flare
throughout the entire image. I was sur-
prised. The image is perfectly sharp.

Hard light
The next test was going directly to grids,
no diffusion, just hard light. The woman

in the elevator (figure 6) is lit by one 40º
grid spot with a blue gel and a bare bulb
with a magenta gel bouncing in the shaft
above. The main light for ISO 100 was
ƒ/6.7 and the magenta fill was ƒ/4, 11/2
stops difference. This image was shot with
the Fuji S1, which has a slowest ISO of
320, which translates to ƒ/11. However,
because of the contrasty light and the
information in my histogram, I shot the
image at ƒ/16. Most of the information is

in the shadow area, heavily weighted at
the far left. Because of the hard light, the
model looses detail in the skin, causing a
blotchy look, even though there is tone. In
the transparency, you can still see good
skin tone and the blue is lessened because
of the normal exposure. You can also see
the effect of the magenta gel more in the
shadows. With this type of contrasty light-
ing, digital just can’t render the highlights
with full tone while retaining detail and
color in the shadows. I don’t know how to
achieve this effect in digital without major
manipulation in Photoshop.

Figure 7 has three hard lights: a Fresnel
as the key light in the Rembrandt position
at ƒ/22, and 30º grids for both the back-
ground and slash light at ƒ/16. The Fresnel
is a focusing spot with a piece of Fresnel
glass in front that softens the light just
slightly from that of a grid spot. This shot
uses Hurrell-style lighting—heavy drama
with the slash and a dark background that
includes some tone. You can see the high-
lights on the model’s face from his sweat
(he was not powdered; we wanted the
sweat) have lost detail and are rather
sparkly. The slash light is very dramatic
and has no detail, but I’m okay with that—
it’s an effect light. Film can’t hold the detail
there either. The white shirt actually has a
little more detail in the digital shot, but I
did overexpose the transparency by 1/2
stop, which caused that loss. In this case,
the digital performed well, but it helped
that the subject had darker skin.

Conclusion
To sum it up, a variety of light qualities
besides soft can be used for digital cap-
ture. For portrait photography, the most
important things are proper exposure by
using a good meter and checking the his-
togram, and the appropriate use of make-
up. Translucent powder keeps the shine
down, which solves the biggest problem of
losing highlight detail. As digital cameras
get better (the new Fuji S3 will have 6
megapixels each for highlights and shad-
ows, which should help dynamic range
problems), some of these problems should
disappear. In the meantime, be careful,
and always be creative. n

Bobbi Lane is a commercial, travel and stock
photographer with 27 years experience in
running workshops. She photographs people on
location for corporate and advertising accounts,
as well as “real people” for stock. Based in
Connecticut, Bobbi teaches at ICP and the
New School in New York City, and teaches
workshops in Maine, Santa Fe and Los Angeles.
Her web site is www.bobbilane.com|P
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Figure 4. Need caption… Figure 5. Need caption…

Figure 6. Need caption… Figure 7. Need caption…


