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Studio lights and makeup 

Interacting with the model 

When you first make contact with the model, be really clear about what sort of pictures you want to 

take, and what you will use them for. Make sure that you tell the model in advance where you’ll be 

shooting, and for how long. Give them your mobile number, and ask for theirs, in case of last minute 

emergencies. However, don’t ring unless it’s very urgent: normally, use texts. Models have personal 

lives, too! 

On the whole, experienced models are very much at ease with being looked at in the studio, and 

being the focus of attention. Inexperienced ones, though, may be shy, and nervous of you, as you 

are probably much older than they are, and very possibly of the opposite gender. 

Think about how what you do and say may come across, and remember to treat your model well. 

Essentially, give models the respect that you’d want in their place. This means there are specific 

things to avoid: 

1 Don’t go too close: give the model plenty of space – further away than normal ‘social 

distance’ is good. 

2 Never touch the model unless you have specific permission, and a really good reason. 

3 Avoid suggestive remarks or jokes. 

4 Take care not to stare – you may need to look closely at details of dress, but it is not 

appreciated if you just stare at the model. 

It helps a lot if you are working in an established studio, or have a makeup artist along for the 

session – effectively, a chaperone. If the model wants to bring her/his own chaperone, you should 

agree, on condition that they don’t get in the way. It’s good if you can find tasks for them to 

perform, like holding a reflector. 

Exposure and settings with studio flash units 

You will need to set the camera to Manual mode, as the exposure is controlled by the brightness of 

the flash, the flash-to-subject distance, the aperture and the ISO setting. The shutter speed has no 

effect, unless it is too fast for synchronisation (giving cut-off, with a black band along one side of the 

picture) or slow enough to allow ambient light to affect the exposure (which rarely happens in the 

studio, as light levels are generally quite low, apart from the modelling lamps). 

A safe shutter speed is anywhere from 1/60 to 1/250 or so, depending on the camera model. The 

manual will usually tell you the highest speed that doesn’t give cut-off – this varies from around 

1/160 to 1/320 on modern cameras, but was typically 1/30 or 1/60 second with the film cameras I 

grew up with. HSS is very rare on studio flash units at present. 

All but the most basic of studio flash units will have controllable power, and you can adjust this, your 

aperture, and your ISO to get good exposure in almost any circumstances. However, I find that 100 

ISO, 1/100 second and f/11 is always a good place to start, and often doesn’t need a lot of alteration. 

The best way to work out the exposure is to use a hand-held flash meter – a light meter that is 

designed to measure the light for a fraction of a second. However, digital cameras, offering an 
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immediate review of the image, means that they are not necessary – you can simply look at the 

result and adjust the next exposure if it is not perfect. 

The histogram is invaluable as an aid to getting studio flash exposure right. The look of the picture 

on the screen is easily affected by ambient light (which is low in most studios, making the image 

appear brighter than it really is). 

The Inverse Square Law 

Even if you hate physics, you need to know about this! Simply, if you double the distance between a 

light and a subject, you will need four times the exposure. You can use this to create shadow by 

moving a light away from the subject, and to play with the relative strength of different lights. A 

side-effect is that if your lights are relatively close to the subject, small changes in position will affect 

exposure a lot. Powerful lights in a large studio are genuinely easier to manage than smaller lights in 

a cramped living room! 

Backgrounds and intrusions 

A plain background is easiest, and often best. Black and white work well, but colour can be just right 

for specific purposes.  

For environmental portraits, use what’s there, and only change things if you really need to. For 

figure work, a plain background beats a room set every time: Greek gods and goddesses didn’t sit on 

IKEA sofas, or have chintz curtains and double glazing in the background. 

Lens choice 

There’s a reason that the 85mm lens is the traditional choice for portraits on 35mm – and this 

translates into a 50-70mm lens on a crop-frame sensor, 45mm on four thirds. It avoids distortion – a 

wide-angle lens can exaggerate perspective, giving big noses and ears. If you’re shooting the model 

full length, a wide-angle lens can work – but beware of distortions. A hand extended towards the 

camera will be bigger than the model’s head if you get it wrong! 

In the Sixties, many editorial pictures were shot with Hasselblad cameras, which had waist-level 

viewfinders. This gives a flattering angle – but a tall male photographer taking pictures of a short 

female model will get little legs, and looking down at a person implies a subservient role in the 

power relationship. You can use this positively, if you want – looking up at a face empowers the 

subject. 

Bio 

John Duder is quite shocked to have been taking pictures as a hobby for fifty years, as he still feels 

like a lad of 17 when faced with a camera or a good subject. 

John still has and uses a darkroom, and specialises in black-and-white images, portraits, and nudes. 

He’s been a member of the Ephotozine.com Critique Team for several years. He’s keen to share his 

cumulatively acquired knowledge and experience (CAKE) with others: and who can resist CAKE? He 

runs lighting workshops at a couple of local studios in the West Midlands and offers one-to-one 

coaching. 


