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When I first began as a wedding photographer back in 2002 there were not many educational opportunities for me. 
We had conventions and local camera clubs but not many books or private workshops. The photography community 
now has so many extraordinary ways to learn. There are private mentorships, group workshops, online classes, 
conventions, and books galore. This is a wonderful thing because everyone learns in different ways. I have had the 
distinct pleasure of teaching photographers with my ThinkBooks, Case Studies, Workbooks, platform classes at 
WPPI, private workshops, and Creative Live courses. 

It is an honor to present the newest issue of these Case Studies to you. I hope that the before-and-afters give you a 
good sense of what it was like when I was creating each of the images in this book. I hope that the things that I have 
gone through as a wedding photographer will help you grow as well. I know that I am always learning and striving to 
improve my craft and helping other photographers do the same brings me great joy. 

I would be remiss if I didn’t thank a few people for making these Case Studies happen. Jason Groupp and the staff 
at WPPI have given me a platform on which to speak and they were the first organization to trust me as an educator. 
The relationships that I have built with the extraordinary people at Creative Live have given me such happiness, both 
professionally and personally. Thank you to George Varanakis, Arlene Evans, Amanda Caines, Craig Swanson, and 
the entire team there for gracing me with the ability to reach a worldwide audience and help make a difference. To 
my clients - I would be nothing as a photographer without the moments that you allow me to witness and document 
for you. To Sandra Krauss, thank you for being my sister and partner in crime. To Amanda Robinson, thank you for 
making this and all things that I do look so beautiful.

 To my dazzling husband, Cliff Mautner, daughters Emma and Olivia, and stepdaughters Samantha and Alison, I love 
you to the moon and back.   Almost as much as I love the dog.
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In 2014, I had the opportunity to work with one of my favorite families again. I met them 
first at the bride’s sister’s wedding, and there is no greater honor than being invited 
back to shoot the wedding of a former client’s sibling! The bride chose to get ready 

at the home of a family member, and the house was full of people. From bridesmaids to 
children, there was something going on in every room. I had about fifteen minutes to take 
pictures of the details that were important to the bride, and I knew I had to work fast.

When looking for a location to photograph details, the first thing I need is good light. I 
walked through the house quickly, assessing which rooms might have the best light. I 
narrowed it down to a few rooms with pretty winter light streaming through the windows. 
The second thing I looked for was a good background. I always try to choose a background 
that’s meaningful to the client. I’ve been asked before if I bring “props” for my detail shots, 

and the answer is that no, I never do. I don’t want 
to choose a background that tells another story, 
so I always choose my backgrounds on location. 
In this instance, I found the bride’s silver Uggs 
and chose those.

She brought them with her on her wedding day, 
knowing that the day was going to be cold. I knew 
that I had to get the boots off of the ground, since 
the window in the room only started halfway 
up the wall. Had I set the boots on the ground, 
the light from the window would have been very 
weak. I would have needed to supplement the 
light, thus ruining the reason for being near the 
window in the first place! I found a small stool in 
the corner of the room, and used it to prop up 
the boots. This placed the Uggs perfectly into the 
light. The color or style of the stool didn’t matter, 
since I knew it wouldn’t show up in the final 
image. It could have been anything propping up 
the Uggs, as long as it was stable.

I placed the Uggs side by side, so that one would 
clearly be the foreground and one clearly the 
background. I placed the ring on the boot closest 
to me, using the pattern of the fabric to lead the 
viewer’s eye right to the ring. The window was 
at my back, about six inches from my back and 
about eighteen inches from the ring itself. At f/11 
on my macro lens, I knew that the ring would be 
entirely in focus. The foreground and background, 
even at f/11, would be perfectly “soft”. I made sure 
that the second boot was moved just outside of 
the light, so that when I exposed for the ring 

cASE STUdy1

SET UP

the background would naturally darken down. It does this because it’s 
further from the light source.

After shooting the ring on the boots, I chose to photograph the bride’s 
beautiful necklace in the same location. I changed my f-stop to f/5.0. I 
knew that this would make only one sliver of the bracelet in focus, creating 
a beautifully blurred foreground and background. I played around with 
the positioning of the bracelet, getting it just how I wanted it. I also raised 
my exposure compensation, brightening the exposure and changing the 
look of the final images. The image of the ring was perfectly exposed, and 
the images of the bracelet are intentionally overexposed. This makes the 
same setup look different, with both equally effective.

NIKON d810
f/11
Shutter speed
1/80 sec
105.0 mm f/2.8 lens at 
105mm
ISO 560

NIKON d810
f/5
1/80 sec
105.0 mm f/2.8 lens at 
105mm
ISO 110

NIKON d810
f/5
1/80 sec,
 105.0 mm f/2.8 lens at 
105mm
 ISO 280.
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While I often look for simple, soft window light for 
my detail images, sometimes I want more. When 
I'm photographing the groom's ring, it's easier 

to work with harsher light. I don't have to worry about the 
tricky diamonds in an engagement ring, as a groom's band 
is much easier to photograph and get in focus!

In this situation, I found a wonderful small patch of light 
coming through the back doors of the bride's mother's 
house. I always try to keep my eyes open to interesting light. 
Sometimes it's easy to find, presenting itself right in front 
of you. Sometimes it's much harder to find. Sometimes you 
just never find it at all, and that's okay. I often get asked how 
I find interesting light every time I shoot, and the answer is 
really simple : I don't, always. Sometimes it's not there, and 
you have to make it yourself with an Ice Light, a flash, or 
another type of light source. I was lucky to find this light on 
this particular day, and it was precisely what I was looking 
for.

cASE STUdy2

I ALWAyS TRy 
TO KEEP My 

EyES OPEN TO 
INTERESTING LIGHT.  

was a fist-sized indention, just right to lay a groom's ring on. I stood the ring up so that it would catch the light. I composed the 
image, using my 105mm macro lens, so that the viewer would see the light pooled in the dented pillow, with the shadows also 
visible to create interest. I was able to shoot the ring at f/4.5, because it's a simple band. Remember how we had to go to f/11 
for the engagement ring? A groom's ring is different, and doesn't usually require f/11!

The light was super bright, so my ISO was able to stay really low. I made sure that my shutter speed was still fast enough that 
I could hand-hold the 105mm lens, but low enough that my ISO was also able to stay low. The result is a very simple ring shot, 
while still highlighting beautiful light and a dramatic composition.

Every bit of light is different, and when I'm looking to 
photograph a person, I need a huge light source. For a 
detail, even the tiniest of light sources can appear huge 
when magnified by a macro lens. Don't feel like you need a 
massive outpouring of light. You can see in the behind the 
scenes image just how small the light source is!

I borrowed a throw pillow from the sofa just offstage here, 
and set it on the easy chair. I made sure that the chair was 
close enough to the window that the light would fall right 
on the pillow. I then pressed down on the pillow until there 

SET UP

NIKON d810
f/4.5
1/160 sec
105.0 mm f/2.8 lens at 
105mm
ISO 64.
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So far in this book, we've created detail images with 
direct window light. We've also created a compelling 
image of a groom's band with a small shaft of direct 

light. What do you do when you find yourself in a situation 
when you have neither direct window light or any direct light? 
This happens to me many times per year, and I'm sure it 
happens to you, too!

When I find myself in a situation like this, I first look to see if 
there is anything in the room that I can use for a light source. 
If I can't find anything, I'll reach for my Ice Light. I don't often 
pull out a flash for detail images, since I just need a very 
simple light source. I've even been known to use my iPhone 
flashlight in a pinch! The light I opted for here was the basic 
gooseneck reading lamp that was connected to the side of the 
bedside table in this hotel room. It was incredibly bright, and 
I liked how easily I could manipulate the motion of the light.

cASE STUdy3

SET UP

NIKON d810
f/11
1/80 sec
105.0 mm f/2.8 lens 
at 105mm
 ISO 7200.



|  V O L U M E  T W OSUSAN STRIPLING’S CASE STUDIES12 13|  V O L U M E  T W OSUSAN STRIPLING’S CASE STUDIES

The first thing that I did was use my light as the main light. You can see precisely how I set this up in this behind-the-scenes 
image. You can see how far I am from the light, how far the detail is from me, and how far we are from the small, useless window 
in the room. I am using my 105mm macro lens, and you can see the precise distance between myself and the subject. I chose 
to use the detailing on the bride's beautiful gown as my foreground and background. I love the intricate detailing, and how the 
details were so subtle that they would not distract the viewer’s eye from the main subject. I also love the colors, and how brightly 
the golds shone in the light. I photographed several different setups with the lamp as my main, direct light source, and then 
decided to change my approach.

The next thing that I did was position myself differently. I moved over to the other side of the detail, which made my light source 
now become a back light. In several images, I deliberately allowed some of that light to enter my lens. This created a subtly 
beautiful lens flare. You can also see that I changed the lens that I was using midway through the photo shoot of the details.

Although my macro lens was perfect for the rings and small pieces, I wanted to shoot with the 85mm f/ 1.4 as well. You can see 
how the look of f/1.4 is different from the look of the 105mm macro lens. Don’t feel like you have to shoot one lens, and only one 
lens, for your detail work. While I do highly recommend a macro lens for very small details, don’t be afraid to utilize other lenses 
in your bag as necessary!

NIKON d810
 f/9, 1/80 sec,
105.0 mm f/2.8 lens 
at 105mm
ISO 3600.

NIKON d810,
f/3.2
1/160 sec
105.0 mm f/2.8 lens 
at 105mm
ISO 720.

NIKON d810, f/9, 1/80 sec, 105.0 mm 
f/2.8 lens at 105mm, ISO 2800.

NIKON d810, f/11, 1/80 sec, 105.0 mm f/2.8 
lens at 105mm, ISO 5600.

NIKON d810, f/3.2, 1/160 
sec, 105.0 mm f/2.8 lens at 

105mm, ISO 7200.

NIKON d810, f/3.2, 1/160 sec, 105.0 
mm f/2.8 lens at 105mm, ISO 5000.

NIKON d810, f/3.2, 1/160 
sec, 105.0 mm f/2.8 lens 

at 105mm, ISO 1000.

NIKON d810, f/1.4, 1/400 sec, 85.0 mm
 f/1.4 lens at 85mm, ISO 900.

NIKON d810, f/1.4, 1/400 sec, 
85.0 mm f/1.4 lens at 85mm, 
ISO 900.105mm, ISO 2800.
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You don’t always have control over where a bride or 
groom gets ready on their wedding day. Sometimes 
they will be getting dressed in a hotel. Sometimes they 

will be getting dressed at the venue. Sometimes, and these are 
my favorite times, they choose to get dressed at home.

Getting dressed at home results in a completely different feel 
to the images that if they had gotten ready in a hotel or at their 
venue. When they are home, the location is deeply personal. 
When they are at home, the background means something to 
them. They are surrounded by their things, their belongings, 
and their memories. What better place to prepare for their 
wedding?

At this particular upstate New York wedding, the bride chose 
to get ready surrounded by her family and friends. She also 
chose to get ready in the home that she shared with the groom. 
It was a beautiful home, full of charm and character. It was also 
full of people! When it came time for her to put her wedding 
dress on, I initially found it difficult to choose a location for this 
to take place. I usually default to bedrooms or living rooms, but 
all of these locations did not work at this particular wedding. 
I was about to clear a room of people and start anything up 
my surroundings, when the light at the bottom of the staircase 
caught my eye. 

Whenever I am looking for a place for a bride to get ready, the 
first thing I’m looking for is good light. The second thing that 
I need is a good background. I also need a bit of room for the 
bride to move around. This will also enable me to bring in the 
mother of the bride, bridesmaids, or other family members 
that the bride wants present when she gets ready. 

The bottom of the stairs had my first requirement perfectly. 
The light coming from that small window was beautiful. It 
also had a decent background. While I didn’t love the idea of 
a closed door in the background of my images, it was simple 
and unobtrusive. I knew that the light on the brides face, 
once properly exposed for, would naturally darken down that 
background. The only thing I was concerned about was the 
space at the foot of the stairs for people to stand. It ended up 
being just big enough, and we were ready to go!

I knew that my 24-70mm f/2.8 lens was going to be the perfect 
tool for this job. It would allow me to go from a wide angle to a 
slightly telephoto view without having to change lenses. Once 
I had my location, had my light, and chose my lens, then I just 
had to decide how I wanted to compose the frame.

The first thing that I thought I wanted to do was include the 
blinds at the top of the stairs. I love leading lines, so why 
wouldn’t I want to include them in my image? Once I took my 
first frame, I realized that I was wrong. The lines did not lead 
the viewer’s eyes directly to the bride’s face. They actually 
ended up doing the exact opposite. They were too prominent. 
They were a distraction. The second thing that I tried was 
adjusting my own angle of view. I brought my camera close 
to the ground and slightly tilted my horizon. That resulted 
in a composition that felt off-kilter and not organic. I finally 
decided on a very simple composition. I chose to place the 
bride in the bottom center of the frame. This felt completely 
right to me, as she was framed by both the bright door to the 
right and a window to the left.

I took my exposure reading off of the bride’s cheek. You can 
see that my exposure compensation was at -1.3. This reduced 
the brightness of the rest of the frame, and resulted in a 
perfect exposure of the bride’s face. I love how she is perfectly 
exposed. I love that the eye of the viewer goes directly to her 
face. I am so glad I noticed this light at the bottom of the stairs
and used it for this scenario! It only goes to show that the 
light that you need might not be in a place that you are used 
to looking for it!

cASE STUdy4

SET UP

NIKON d810,
24.0-70.0 mm f/2.8, at 
24mm and f/2.8, 
exp comp -1.3
ISO 2200
1/160 sec

ISO 3600 ISO 5000
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SET UP

I WANTEd TO FINd A LOcATION FOR THE SHOOT 
THAT WAS AS MEANINGFUL AS EAcH OF THE dETAILS...

I am often asked to photograph details that are especially meaningful to the bride, the groom, 
or the families. At this wedding, I had the invitation suite and the bride’s beautiful 
beaded belt to photograph. I wanted to find a location for the shoot that was as 

meaningful as each of the details. But where do you go when the entire house is full of 
people?

As I’ve mentioned before, the first thing that I do in any scenario is attempt to locate 
my light source. I was very lucky that I had several rooms with large windows to 
choose from. I went from room to room until I found the space that had the most 
direct light. If I am photographing something small, such as a wedding ring, I might 
be looking for a softer light source. Since I was photographing larger details, I felt 
comfortable looking for a slightly more dramatic lighting scenario.

Once I found my light, I knew I needed to choose my background. This particular bride 
is an avid knitter, and had some of her equipment and supplies in a spare bedroom. You can 
see the background that I chose by looking at the behind-the-scenes photographs.  I knew this 
spinning wheel was something precious to the bride. That made it the perfect choice for 
my background!

I was also able to prop each detail up on it, and that was a great help. I chose to photograph each of these details with my 85mm 
lens. You will notice that the focal length stays the same, but the f-stop changes. Why is that? When I am photographing an  
invitation, I need to make sure that the entire invitation is in focus. All of the print is important. If I photographed this at f/1.4, it 
would be nearly impossible to have all of the text in focus. That is why I chose f/4.5 for the photographs of the paper goods. When I 
switch over to photographing the belt, I knew I could take a slightly more artistic choice with my f-stop. Shooting at f/1.4 suited the 
shots with the belt perfectly. It allowed me to have a sliver of the frame in focus, and for the rest to melt gently away.

cASE STUdy5

NIKON d810,
24.0-70.0 mm f/2.8
at 24mm and f/2.8
exp comp -1.3
ISO 2200
1/160 sec

NIKON d810,
85.0 mm f/1.4
at 85mm and f/1.4 
exp comp 0.0
ISO 180,
1/160 sec

ISO 2000
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At every wedding I shoot, I try to create beautiful images of the bride’s details, 
including a compelling ring shot. At this 2014 wedding in Albany, New York, 
the bride had an especially beautiful engagement ring to photograph. I 

wanted to make something classic and timeless for her, with an artistic spin, but I 
found myself struggling over where to set up my ring shot.

The bride was getting ready in her home, which was full of cheerful bridesmaids and 
chaos. I wanted to a find a place to set up where I wouldn’t be in anyone’s way, and 
where the light was guaranteed to be beautiful. Knowing that I only had about ten 
minutes to document these details, I knew I had to move fast. I went upstairs and 
checked out all of the rooms, finally deciding on this bedroom. I opened the blinds 
fully, to let in as much autumn light as possible. I borrowed a mirrored tray from the 
bride’s dresser, setting it right on the edge of her bed. I made sure to keep my camera 
lens low and slightly overlapping the edges of the mirrored tray.

This created a textured effect at the foreground of the frame. Set in the background of 
the frame, also on the bed, was a delicate knit cardigan the bride had made herself for 
the wedding. I wanted to include it as an element in the frame, without overwhelming 
the image. I was very careful to keep my shutter speed slow enough so that my ISO 
wouldn’t go crazy. I was also careful to keep my shutter speed fast enough that I could 
hand hold the that particular focal length. I also chose to shoot at f/11, so that the 
entire ring would be perfectly in focus. I know that I have mentioned this before, but 
don’t forget about the magnification of the macro lens. Don't be afraid to shoot your 
rings at f/9, f/11, f/16, or even f/22! If you’re trying to shoot them at f/4 or even f/4.5, 
you’re not going to get the entire stone in focus.

Also don’t worry if you have trouble with auto focus on your macro lens. This is a very 
common problem. It can sometimes be difficult for the lens to figure out what exactly 
you’re trying to focus on. For this reason, I always put my macro lens in manual focus. 
I have been practicing manually focusing my macro lens for years. I can now focus the 
lens quicker, and get these images done faster!

SET UP

cASE STUdy6

NIKON d810
105.0 mm f/2.8,
at 105mm and f/11
exp comp -1.0,
ISO 1600
1/80 sec
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cASE STUdy7

When a wedding day begins with preparation photographs, we 
usually find ourselves in the same types of scenarios.  Sometimes 
we’re in a hotel.  Sometimes we’re at the wedding venue itself.  

Sometimes we’re at the bride’s home, or her parents’ home.  Sometimes we 
find ourselves somewhere new and marvelous, as we did at this particular 
wedding.  The getting ready venue was a beautiful old inn.  The room was full 
of crazy angles, differing textures, different white balances, and an abundance 
of odd directional light.  How could I make impactful images in such a difficult 
space?

As always, the first thing was to find the light.  The light source here was 
obvious.  The window was the only decent light in the room, as everything else 
was too overhead, too weak, or simply angled incorrectly.  I knew I had to work 
with the window, but how?  The room was overcrowded with makeup artists, 
hair stylists, bridesmaids, and an abundance of clutter.  

There are times that I want to use my light source to illuminate my space.  I’ve 
talked before about turning off distracting lights in a preparation or portrait 
room, using the existing light to brighten the entire scene.  That’s actually not 
what I wanted to do here!  I wanted the light to be the sole existing factor in the 
scene, with the rest of the room disappearing into near darkness.  I knew that 

SET UP

the multiple wood and brick textures, the contrasting light fixtures, and the clutter in the space would compete for the subject 
when the viewer looked at the final photograph.  

Once hair and makeup were complete, I asked the makeup artist if she would mind now moving her table of tools away so that I 
could photograph the bride in the space.  I had already broached the subject with her earlier in the preparation period, so I didn’t 
blindside her with the request.  I didn’t need the room entirely clear, but I did need enough room to place the bride by the window.  
I had already thought up my vision for this shot, and I knew what I would need to make it happen.

In order to maximize the drama of the light and minimize the distracting elements in the room, I knew that a silhouette would be 
my best bet.  It would allow me to emphasize the bride’s graceful movements and her beautiful veil.  It would really let the light 
be a huge focal point in the image.  Most importantly, it would remove the distracting elements from the frame.  It would also 
allow me a great deal of negative dark space, further pushing the viewer’s eye towards the main subject.

I used my 24-120mm lens for this image, knowing that I probably wanted it on the 24mm side, but leaving myself an option to 
zoom in for a more dramatic tight portrait.  I knew that if I shot the image in aperture priority, I’d need to drop my exposure 
compensation to create a true silhouette.  I tried two compositions to get the image I was really looking for.  The first composition 
had my subject on the far right of the frame, with the negative space leading right to her.  I liked this image, but it didn’t have 
the impact I was looking for.  

Eventually I placed the bride in the center of the frame, surrounded by the negative space.  This is when the image really started 
to come together.  I directed the bride to simply “Play with your veil.”  I waited until her movements became more natural, and 
then waited for just the right moment.  I love how the light is streaming through her veil, and I love the beautiful gesture of her 
body positioning.

NIKON d4S
24.0-120.0 mm f/4.0
at 24mm and f/4
exp comp -0.3
 ISO 900,
1/160 sec, 

NIKON d4S
24.0-120.0 mm f/4.0
at 24mm and f/4
exp comp -0.3
ISO 1400
1/160 sec
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When photographing details on a wedding day, I am usually looking for a 
soft light source.  I find that flatters the details more than harsh light - but 
sometimes I break my own rules!  At this particular wedding, I had a little 

down time between the portraits and the ceremony to document the bride and groom’s 
wedding rings together.  You can see that it’s truly down time, because the bride is seen in 
the behind-the-scenes shot, relaxing in an easy chair!

I found the most amazing patch of light streaming across the floor, and I knew that I 
wanted to utilize it for my detail images.  I borrowed a small table from the corner of the 
room and placed it directly in the light.  I found a bucket of ice and a silver ice scoop, and 
placed the ice scoop on the table.  It kept flopping backwards, and I grabbed a small scarf 
to prop it up.  This allowed me to angle the scoop directly into the light at the perfect angle.

I used this setup to photograph three different images.  The first image featured the bride and groom’s wedding bands without her 
engagement ring.  I chose to shoot this scene at f/6.3 with my 105mm macro, since I was comfortable using a f-stop different from my 
usual f/9-f/16.  I only wanted a small sliver of the image in focus, and f/6.3 was perfect.  You can see the all of the diamonds on the front 
of the bride’s band are in focus, but the rest of the image melts away.  This brings the viewer’s eye right to those diamonds.  I kept the 
same settings for a horizontal view of the same shot.  You can see that my settings didn’t change, because the lighting conditions stayed 
the same.

I AM USUALLy LOOKING FOR A SOFT LIGHT SOURcE.  
I FINd THAT FLATTERS THE dETAILS MORE THAN HARSH LIGHT - 

bUT SOMETIMES I bREAK My OWN RULES! 

SET UP

cASE STUdy8 NIKON d4S
105.0 mm f/2.8
at 105mm and f/6.3
exp comp 0.0
ISO 200
1/400 sec
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For the last image, I photographed her engagement ring alone.  I changed my f-stop from f/6.3 to f/11, to allow the entire ring 
to be in focus.  I also had to raise my exposure compensation, because at EV 0, the overall scene was too dark.  Simply raising 
the exposure compensation up one stop really brightened up the image and created a more accurate exposure. 

IF THIS dOESN’T WORK FOR yOU, 
dON’T dO IT!  ..... IF MANUAL IS bEST FOR yOU, 

GO FOR IT!

I often get asked “Why don’t 
you just shoot manual and 
change your settings that way?  
Isn’t it more complicated to use 
exposure compensation while on 
aperture priority?”  First of all, I 
do shoot manual.  I shoot manual 
whenever there is a flash on 
the camera, and I shoot manual 
whenever it’s a tricky exposure, 
such as full sun for a beach 
ceremony.  The way I see scenes 
like this is with aperture priority.  
It works for me, I’m quick with 
it, and I get dead-solid exposures 
this way.  If this doesn’t work 
for you, don’t do it!  Manual is a 
wonderful way to shoot, and the 
way many photographers choose 
to shot.  If manual is best for you, 
go for it!

NIKON d4S
105.0 mm f/2.8
at 105mm and f/11
exp comp +1.0,
ISO 180
1/400 sec

NIKON d4S
105.0 mm f/2.8
at 105mm and f/11
exp comp +1.0
ISO 360
1/400 sec
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cASE STUdy 9
While it can sometimes be difficult shooting rings in large 

patches of light, I’m always open to finding lighting 
scenarios like this for larger details, and even for portraits.  

The reason why I usually avoid strong light for rings, is that it makes it 
more difficult to have clarity in the diamond without haze or strong hot 
spots.  For larger details, this is never the case.

At this wedding, I had the bride’s veil and shoes, and was looking for 
a way to document both of them at the same time.  I found a patch of 
light, very similar to the one I just described for the ring shots prior to 
this.  I chose to place the shoes directly in the light, and use the veil as 
a backdrop.  I placed the veil and the shoes in the light, but towards the 
back of the patch of light.  I did this so that my assistant, who is holding 
the veil, would not be visible in the background.  She’s standing in the 
shadows, which means that she won’t be a part of the final frame.  You 
can see this really clearly in the behind-the-scenes image, which was 
shot with my iPhone!

For an image like this, I’d usually use my 70-200mm, either the f/4.0 or 
the f/2.8.   I would be more likely to reach for the f/2.8, but f/4.0 would 
also do really nicely in this scene.  I want to use a long lens, since I feel 
it would be most flattering to this scene.  I could have even shot this 
with my 85mm f/1.4, which would have produced a really nice effect 
at 85mm and f/1.4.    I had been documenting details with my 105mm 
macro lens, which isn’t just for rings!  I love the focal length.  The 
lens is super sharp.  Why not use it for other purposes than shooting 
engagement and wedding rings?

I framed the image so that you could see the veil spilling into the 
darkness, almost like a waterfall.  I also chose to get the camera as 
close to the ground as possible, allowing a straight-on view of the shoes 
rather than a downwards angle.

I had to reduce my exposure compensation by -0.7, and if you look at 
the behind-the-scenes image, you can clearly see why.  The shadows in 
the background combined with the bright shock of light confuses the 
camera, which is simply trying to equalize everything.  This results in 
too-bright shadows and far-too-blown-out highlights.  Whether you’re 
in manual or aperture priority, you’re going to have to reduce your 
exposure to get a clean final frame.  

SET UP

NIKON d4S
105.0 mm f/2.8
at 105mm and f/2.8
exp comp -0.7
ISO 100
1/2000 sec
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Continuing on the theme of “patches of light”, I wanted 
to show you one more example of creating details in 
such a scenario.  When photographing something as 

tiny as rings with your macro lens, the actual shooting space 
is very, very small.  You don’t need a huge patch of light to 
work with.  You can see how small the dot of bright light is in 
the behind-the-scenes image, shot with my iPhone.  It really is 
just a few-inches-wide space of light, especially the brightest 
part.

I was working with both the brides rings and the groom’s 
band.  The groom’s band had an engraving in it, and I wanted 
to start off by capturing that first.  I placed the ring exactly 
in the patch of light, and then went to work on my settings.  
I chose f/16 to ensure that the entire engraving would be 
in focus.  My ISO was at 360, set with my Auto ISO.  For a 
105mm macro, my Auto ISO settings are always the same.  
I have my minimum ISO to be as low as possible, with my 
maximum being ISO 10,000.  I also choose my minimum 
shutter speed to be 1/80 sec, but sometimes I forget to make 
that change.  If I’ve been shooting that camera body prior to 
putting on the 105mm, it’s usually had the 24-70mm or the 
85mm on it.  My shutter speed minimum for those lenses is 
1/160, and you can see that it’s the same here.  I knew that the 
light would be so bright that my ISO would stay low, so I didn’t 
change that minimum shutter speed.

I also had to choose my exposure compensation.  Because the 
light is so bright and the shadows are so dark, I knew that my 
camera would not give me an accurate meter reading.  I chose 

an exposure compensation of -2.0, knowing that would enable 
me to achieve an accurate exposure.  The ring is perfectly 
exposed, and the rest of the frame becomes very dark.  
This is done deliberately.  If you don’t want such a dramatic 
difference in highlight and shadow, this lighting scenario 
might not be for you!

The next step was to photograph the bride’s engagement ring.  
I loved her sparkly Jimmy Choo wedges, and knew that the 
mirrored sides and glittery fabric would be really dramatic 
in that light.  I turned the shoes on their sides, placing the 
mirrored areas close together.  That surrounded the mirrored 
gold with the sparkling silver.  I placed the ring right in the 
brightest part of the light, directly on top of the mirrored 
shoe.

I love my first attempt at this ring shot.  The ring is prominent, 
with the glitter a subtle accent.  It’s the second shot, though, 
that I really love.  I changed my framing to open up, include 
more of the glitter, and add in some leading lines that bring 
the viewer’s eye right to the subject.  I chose a f-stop of 
f/14, enabling the ring to be strongly in focus.  My exposure 
compensation is at -3.0, because the light is so bright that the 
ring would simply be a blindingly overblown blur had I not 
compensated correctly.  The only thing that changed between 
the two images is my ISO.  When I backed up and opened up 
on the scene, the exposure changed.  My Auto ISO adjusted 
accordingly, bringing the ISO from 800 to 1000.  I still had a 
perfect exposure!

cASE STUdy10

NIKON d4S
105.0 mm f/2.8
at 105mm and f/14
exp comp -3.0
ISO 1000
1/160 sec

NIKON d4S
105.0 mm f/2.8
at 105mm and f/14
exp comp -3.0,
ISO 800,
1/160 sec

NIKON d4S
105.0 mm f/2.8
at 105mm and f/16
exp comp -2.0,
ISO 360,
1/160 sec

SET UP
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How many things can you do in just one room?  What 
about two rooms side-by-side?  The answer is “quite 
a lot.”

At this beautiful Wisconsin wedding, the bride got ready in her 
parents’ home.  I photographed her details there, she put on her 
dress there, and we took bridal portraits there.  How was it all 
done in just two rooms?  Let’s take a look!

The first thing I did was work through the details.  The bride 
was finishing up with hair and makeup, and I had a few moments 
alone with her shoes and other small things.  I started with her 
flower girl’s shoes, which were adorable ivory shoes with tiny 
silk bows.  I borrowed a small silver tray from the living room, 
and set it up on the red chair.  I chose the red chair because it 
was a dark, dramatic backdrop.  I also loved the light source, 
which is the window directly to the left of the chair.  The light 
cascaded over the arms of the chair, providing a great angle to 
the illumination.  I was using my 105mm macro for this shot, 
at f/3.2 to isolate only a small part of the shoes with great 
focus.  I lowered my exposure compensation to -1.3 in order to 
compensate for the dark shadows and bright light.

I then moved the shoes from the chair, and replaced them with 
the bride’s bouquet.  I kept the light the same, but changed 
lenses.  I replaced the 105mm macro with the 85mm f/1.4 at 
f/1.4, and adjusted my exposure compensation just a bit.  You 
can see that my shutter speed is high, since my ISO was at 100.  
100 was my lowest ISO setting on my Auto ISO, so there was 
no need for my shutter speed to drop any lower or raise any 
higher!

cASE STUdy11&12

NIKON d4S
105.0 mm f/2.8
at 105mm and f/3.2
exp comp -1.3
ISO 400
1/160 sec 

NIKON d4S
85.0 mm f/1.4
at 85mm and f/1.4
exp comp -2.0,
ISO 100,
1/200 sec

SET UP
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From there, I got the bride’s shoes and took 
them into the room with the piano where 
you can actually see me setting up this 
shot in the behind-the-scenes frame!  
I wanted to find a different shooting 
scenario than what I’d been using so 
far, and so I placed the shoes on the 
curve of the closed piano lid.  This 
gave me a great reflection not only 
in the lid of the piano underneath the 
shoes, but in a beautifully indistinct 
way to the left of the frame.  I continued 
along with the 85mm f/1.4, using f/1.4 
for that beautiful background.  I love the 
composition of this image, and how it uses the 
existing scenery in a new way.

NIKON d4S
85.0 mm f/1.4
at 85mm and f/1.4
exp comp -3.0,
ISO 100,
1/640 sec

SET UP
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Next up was the invitation suite.  When I’m shooting 
the invitations and paper goods, I don’t want any type of 
dramatic light at all.  I want even, simple, gentle light.  I 
need somewhere that I can lay out the paper goods simply 
and without fanfare.  In this instance, I chose the rug in the 
living room next to the bride’s dress.  I liked the background 
pattern of the rug, and I liked how the 
silver tray (from the picture of the 
flower girl’s shoes) sets the invitation 
apart, almost like a frame.  I had 
my 28mm lens handy, and it was 
the perfect focal length to include 
the entire scene.  I chose to shoot at 
f/7.1, because it was very important 
to nail focus.  When you’re shooting 
the paper goods, the clients are going 
to want every letter tack sharp.  It’s 
important to use an f-stop that will 
allow you to do so.  I also find that I 
have to very carefully position myself 
on top of the details, if I’m shooting 
down on them, so that the angle is very precise!

Rounding out the details was the last, and most prominent 
one : the dress.  I tried several options before ending up 
where I did.  I looked at the arched doorway leading from 
the room with the red chair into the other room.  Why didn’t 
I choose that space?  I didn’t think the light was dramatic 
enough.  I then put the dress in the window over the sofa 

going to be the flower girl.  The light from the window over the sofa will come directly onto the girls face, setting it apart from 
the dark background, and giving it great dimension.  The light coming from the window will also create a beautiful halo of light 
around the bride’s head.  I switched back to my 85mm lens, and f/2.2 really allowed me to keep both faces in focus while gently 
blurring my background.

Immediately after the bride gave the flower girl a gift, her other flower girl had her crown placed on her head.  She is standing 
in the door leading from the red-chair room to the other room.  You remember the window over the sofa from the last image?  
That’s the same light source that is at play in this image, only now it’s a true side light. By exposing for her face, you get a perfect 
exposure on her cheek and the rest of the image darkens down accordingly.  This brings your eye right to the little girl’s face 
and creates a natural vignette to the rest of the image.  I stayed with my 85mm lens here, changing my f-stop to f/1.8 in order to 
further isolate her face with the beautiful f/1.8 focus.

NIKON d4S, 28.0 mm f/2.8, at 28mm and 
f/7.1, exp comp +1.3, ISO 1100, 1/160 sec

NIKON d4S, 28.0 mm f/2.8, at 28mm and f/2.8, 
exp comp +0.7, ISO 100, 1/160 sec

in the red-chair room, but the window was too short and the 
dress draped over the back of the sofa.  I tried the door leading 
between the rooms from the other room, but didn’t like the 
light from that angle either.  I finally put the dress in the 
large windows in the piano room, and I knew I had my spot.  
When the sun came out, it created an amazing halo of light 

around the dress, really illuminating 
it beautifully.  

I still had my 28mm on my camera 
from shooting the invitation suite, 
and it was the prefect lens for this 
shot as well.  I chose f/2.8 to really 
bring the viewer’s eye directly to 
the dress.  I had to increase my 
exposure compensation to +0.7, 
because aperture priority at 0.0 
was simply too dark.  The camera 
tried to equalize the scene, which 
left the entire frame almost a stop 
too dark.  Increasing the exposure 

compensation meant that I ended up with a perfect exposure.

After photographing the details, things really started moving 
and it was time to document action.  The first thing that 
happened was that the bride gave her flower girl a gift.  She 
asked “where should I sit to do this?” and I directed her 
towards the sofa and chair in the red-chair room.  Why did 
I do this?  The main subject of the ensuing images is clearly 

NIKON d4S
85.0 mm f/1.4
at 85mm and f/2.2
 exp comp -0.7
ISO 800
1/160 sec

NIKON d4S, 85.0 mm f/1.4, at 
85mm and f/1.8, exp comp 0.0, 
ISO 500, 1/160 sec

SET UP
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After these beautiful moments took place, it was time to get the bride dressed.  My obvious best light source was 
going to be the biggest one : the huge windows in the piano room where her dress was hung.  The light in the red-
chair room, while beautiful, wasn’t prominent enough to light her getting ready.  Furthermore, I’d have had to move 
furniture if I stayed in that room.  The coffee table would have been moved, and I prefer to re-organize people’s homes 
as little as possible!  The piano room was perfect.  I asked her to stand about four feet from the window, and this is 
the first frame I shot.  I am in the red-chair room, shooting through the door the flower girl was standing in when she 
had her crown placed on her head.  

I love how a simple shift of perspective with a new lens can totally transform a space!  It’s the exact same spot I was 
standing in when I took the picture of the flower girl, but using a 28mm instead of the 85mm truly changes what 
the room looks like.  I love how the bride is framed in the scene, and how the walls hide the window.  I love that you 
can’t see the light source, and have no clue where it’s coming from.  You can see that I had to change my exposure 
compensation to -1.7, which results in a great exposure on the bride’s face and dress.  It also causes the rest of the 
frame to darken down considerably, which I think adds to the drama of the moment.

After shooting a few frames through the door, I went into the piano room to join the bride.  She was still standing in 
the same place, and I was still using the same lens with the same settings!  I was still at 28mm, still at f/2.8, and still at 
exposure compensation -1.7.  The only thing that changed was the ISO, thanks to my trusty Auto ISO!  When framing 
this image, I made sure to keep the bride’s head and body against the background instead of against the window.  
Why?  If I had her head against the window, you would not see that beautiful aura of light around her hair and face.  I 
had to keep her juxtaposed against a darker background for that light to become visible.  

After working with my 28mm for awhile, it was time to go back to the 85mm.  I chose to shoot this at f/3.2, so that 
the faces of both the bride and the main flower girl would be in focus, and the flower girl in the background would be 
gently out of focus.  I love this lens at f/1.4, but if I’d chosen f/1.4 for this image, I’d have had to choose who I wanted 
in focus.  Since they weren’t on the same focal plane, either the bride or the flower girl would have been out of focus 
at f/1.4.  At f/3.2, they were both perfectly sharp.  You can see that my exposure compensation stayed the same, since 
the lighting scenario was the same. 

I worked that scene with both the 85mm and the 28mm until it was time to create portraits of the bride alone.  I sat the 
bride down on the same patch of rug that I placed the invitation suite on for that particular capture.  The light from the 
window is falling directly on the bride’s face, and I’m standing on the piano bench!  Now was the perfect opportunity 
to use the 85mm f/1.4 at f/1.4.  I moved the focal points so that one was directly on top of the bride’s eye before firing 
a single frame.  This ensured that the eye would be perfectly in focus, since you can’t focus and recompose at f/1.4.  If 
I had put the middle focal point on her eye and recomposed, her eye wouldn’t have been in focus.  You can focus and 
recompose at other f-stops, but not f/1.4!  The depth of field is simply too shallow.

Why did I not need exposure compensation for this portrait image?  The light was soft and even, and the histogram 
was a perfect bell curve.  There were no super-dark shadows or super-bright highlights, and therefore no need to 
compensate higher or lower.

NIKON d4S
85.0 mm f/1.4
at 85mm and f/3.2
exp comp -1.7
 ISO 320
1/160 sec

NIKON d4S
28.0 mm f/2.8
at 28mm and f/2.8
exp comp -1.7
ISO 140
1/160 sec

NIKON d4S
28.0 mm f/2.8
at 28mm and f/2.8,
exp comp -1.7
 ISO 400,
1/160 sec

I LOVE HOW A SIMPLE SHIFT OF PERSPEcTIVE 
WITH A NEW LENS cAN TOTALLy 

TRANSFORM A SPAcE! 
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NIKON d4S
28.0 mm f/2.8
at 28mm and f/2.8
exp comp +0.7,
ISO 560,
1/160 sec

NIKON d4S
85.0 mm f/1.4
at 85mm and f/1.4
exp comp 0.0
ISO 220
1/160 sec
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cASE STUdy13 I love the memory of making this image.  My assistant and I were 
in Wisconsin, and I was desperately trying to find a location to 
create portraits.  I’d shot in this particularly excellent small town 

a few years back, but didn’t want to choose the same locations as 
before.  We drove around the day before the wedding, looking at 
options and trying to decide.  On the day of the wedding, the soft 
light made it easy to pick this particular field, and I’m so glad I did.  
The light kept breaking out from behind the clouds at an amazing 
angle, making it a perfect choice.

The light was great, the field was perfect, my 24-120mm was ready 
to go…but the scene wasn’t working.  I couldn’t get the right angle 
on the couple.  Nothing was really turning out the way I wanted.  
Eventually I realized that I needed to be higher than the couple.  
How was I supposed to do that?  A stepstool wouldn't have worked; 
I needed to be higher than that.  I needed a ladder, but I didn’t have 
one handy.  What did I have?  My rental car!  

I had my assistant carefully hold the camera while I climbed up on 
to the roof of the car.    That gave me the angle I wanted!  Don’t be 
afraid to look for unconventional places to shoot!  Maybe it’s not 
as extreme as the roof of your car, but you never know where that 
perfect place will be!

dON’T bE AFRAId 
TO LOOK 

FOR UNcONVENTIONAL 
PLAcES TO SHOOT!

NIKON d4S
24.0-120.0 mm f/4.0
at 38mm and f/4
exp comp +0.7
ISO 100,
1/500 sec

SET UP
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We have discussed what you 
can do in one room…but 
what if you’re limited to just 

one window?  That’s the situation I found 
myself in at this particular wedding.  I had 
a large handful of details to shoot, and 
only one light source to work with.

I love the quality of light coming from the 
window.  The only trouble is, it’s so high 
on the wall that placing any item on a 
stool or table next to the window didn’t 
look great.  The light didn’t travel well, 
and I was stumped.  What could I do?  I 
decided to use the light on the window sill 
only, and see how I fared!  There was a 
very bright, very dramatic patch of light 
right on the sill.  I knew that it would work 
well for some images, and not as well for 

cASE STUdy14

others.  I decided to start with the image that would work with the light best, and move 
on from there.

The first image was of the bride’s necklace.  I laid it directly in the light, and this is the 
image you see me shooting in the behind the scenes shot.  I am using my 105mm macro 
at f/7.1, and my exposure compensation is at -0.3.  I shot this image in both horizontal 
and vertical format.  I felt that both had great impact, and wanted to include both in the 
proof set for the bride and groom.  I don’t always photograph details in horizontal and 
vertical, but I will if I feel that both formats are dynamic and interesting.  

After photographing the necklace, I laid the bride’s gorgeous gold bangles in the precise 
same spot.  I kept my settings the same.  F/7.1 was perfect for this image as well, so why 
change anything?  The exposure compensation also stayed the same, and the exposure 
was spot on.

NIKON d4S,
105.0 mm f/2.8
at 105mm and f/7.1
exp comp -0.3
ISO 100,
1/500 sec

NIKON d4S, 105.0 mm f/2.8, at 
105mm and f/7.1, exp comp -0.3, 
ISO 100, 1/320 se1/500 sec

NIKON d4S, 105.0 mm f/2.8, at 
105mm and f/7.1, exp comp -0.3, 
ISO 100, 1/400 sec

SET UP
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I moved on to the bride’s necklace, which had 
been laid out in a beautiful blue velvet box. I loved 
the depth of the velvet, so I chose to incorporate 
it into the image.  I placed the necklace directly 
in the light, but the scene doesn’t 
look the same because of the 
addition of the velvet box.  
My f-stop stayed the 
same, but do you 
see what I had to 
do with exposure 
compensation?  I 
had to change it to 
-1.7.  Why?  If you 
look at the first few 
detail images, there 
was a nice balance 
between shadow and 
light.  Because of that, 
my exposure compensation 
didn’t have to be too dramatic.  
When I added the dark background, 

the camera still wanted to equalize the scene.  The 
settings that it gave me were FAR too bright, and 
would have resulted in a nicely exposed background, 
but a poorly exposed, blown out subject.  I had to 

change my exposure compensation to -1.7, 
and then the exposure was just right.

The last detail to shoot in 
the window was the bride’s 
second elaborate necklace.  
I wanted something totally 
different for this image, 
so I had my assistant hold 
the necklace in front of 

one of the windowpanes.  
I wanted to blow out the 

window entirely, and make 
it look like the necklace was 

floating in white space.  I needed 
to raise my exposure compensation to 

2.0, and then it was just perfect!

NIKON d4S
105.0 mm f/2.8,
at 105mm and f/3
exp comp -1.7,
ISO 100
1/2000 sec

NIKON d4S
105.0 mm f/2.8,
at 105mm and f/7.1,
exp comp +2.0
ISO 125
1/160 sec
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When I find a beautiful light source, I always do the 
best I can to create as many different scenarios as 
possible. Sometimes the light can really only be used 

in one way. Sometimes there are multiple different uses for the 
same light source.   If you’ve been reading this book in order, 
you just watched me photograph several details on the same 
window sill.  When it was time for the bride to get ready, I chose 
to photograph her in front of that exact same window. 

NIKON d4S
85.0 mm f/1.4
at 85mm and f/1.8,
exp comp -1.7
ISO 360
1/160 sec

NIKON d4S
85.0 mm f/1.4
at 85mm and f/1.8
exp comp -1.0
ISO 1100
1/160 sec

NIKON d4S
85.0 mm f/1.4
at 85mm and f/1.8
exp comp -2.0
ISO 800
1/160 sec

NIKON d4S
85.0 mm f/1.4
at 85mm and f/1.8
exp comp -1.7
ISO 1600
1/160 sec

NIKON d4S
85.0 mm f/1.4
at 85mm and f/1.4
exp comp -0.7
 ISO 640
1/160 sec

SET UP

cASE STUdy15
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 You can see where I had the bride stand in the behind-the-scenes image.  She is directly facing the window, several feet from 
the light. I have turned off all of the other lights in the room, leaving just this one prominent light source.  I made sure she’s 
close enough to the window to illuminate her, but not so close that the light is too strong.  While I love dark shadows, I want 
to make sure my exposure isn’t going to be so wild that I eliminate all the shadow detail entirely!

What I did in this instance, was simply move around the bride.  I started out precisely where I’m crouching in the behind-the 
scenes-image.  This resulted in beautiful light right on the bride’s face, which perfectly lit her features.  From there, I moved 
about four feet to my left, at more of a diagonal to the bride.  You can start to see how the light is now striking the bride at an 

NIKON d4S, 85.0 mm f/1.4, at 85mm and 
f/1.6, exp comp -1.7, ISO 1000, 1/160 sec

angle, changing the look of the entire scene.  I walked a full circle around the bride, using the light from all angles. You can 
clearly see the flat light on the images of her hands, the side light on many of the getting-ready image, and beautiful angled 
light on the rest of the images.  

Take a quick look at all of the settings.  I was using my 85mm f/1.4 for all of these images except one.  Watch how the settings 
change from image to image.  When I’m shooting a scene with a lot of shadows, see how my exposure compensation changes 
to handle the darkness.  See how much exposure compensation is needed on those images, versus the flat-lit image of just 
her hands?  I’m constantly looking at the light levels in the scene and adjusting my compensation to handle the changes.

NIKON d4S, 85.0 mm f/1.4, at 85mm and 
f/1.8, exp comp -2.3, ISO 200, 1/160 sec

NIKON d4S, 85.0 mm f/1.4, at 85mm and 
f/1.8, exp comp -2.0, ISO 1000, 1/160 sec

NIKON d4, 28.0 mm f/2.8, at 28mm and f/4, 
exp comp -3.7, ISO 1400, 1/160 sec
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I often talk about "finding the light."  I mention that the first thing I look for is always the light, whether it's for a detail shot, 
a getting-ready image, or a portrait. This series of portraits remains one of my favorite examples of finding the light in an 
unusual place.

When you're looking to set up a portrait, most photographers head outdoors.  When you're stuck inside, you find yourself 
scouting out windows.  I urge you to look for light everywhere, even in places you might never think to look.

This precious wedding (still one of my favorites of all time), took place in a gorgeous Connecticut winery.  The bride got ready at 
a beautiful local inn, and traveled over to the winery to see her husband for the first time. Since the ceremony wasn't until later in 
the day, the winery was still open to the public when we arrived for portraits.  We had to carefully work around the winery guests.  
We also had to work around the blinding, blazing sun.  It was smack in the middle of the afternoon in the dead of summer, and 
the light was almost unworkably bright outdoors.  After a few outdoors portraits (and the promise to go back outside later for 
sunset!) we went back inside to see what we could do indoors.

When we walked back into the winery, we walked past a simple plum-colored wall.  To my right was the hostess stand, and a 
staircase to go to the observatory level above.  To my left was the front door.  Behind me was a bar, people milling around, and a 
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few simple chairs.  In front of me was a half-wall with a large window above it.  Had I 
not been actively looking for light, I might have missed this brilliant opportunity.  The 
light was pouring from above, hitting the shiny concrete floor, and bouncing back up.  

I placed the bride and groom right in front of that plum colored wall, avoiding the 
distraction of the dark door frame.  I had been using my 70-200mm f/2.8 for outdoor 
portraits, and chose to keep that on my camera when I came inside.  I wanted the 
f/2.8 instead of my beloved 70-200mm f/4.0, because I knew that I was going to have 
my bride and groom on the same focal plane.  That way I could shoot them at f/2.8 or 
f/3.2 and know that they were both going to be in focus.  I could have shot this with my 
70-200mm f/4.0 and been just fine, but I like the look of f/3.2 here.  I made sure that 
my shutter speed was fast enough to hand-hold my 70-200mm without any camera 
shake, and I made sure that my exposure compensation was adjusted accordingly.  
Because the light around the couple was so bright, and the background was so dark, 
had I not adjusted by -1.7 on my exposure compensation, the entire frame would have 
been overexposed.

NIKON d4S
70.0-200.0 mm f/2.8
at 165mm and f/3.2,
exp comp -2.0
ISO 2500
1/400 sec

NIKON d4S
70.0-200.0 mm f/2.8
 at 200mm and f/3.2
exp comp -2.0
 ISO 1250,
1/400 sec

SET UP
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After finding the luminous light in the previous scenario, I knew I was onto something.  I loved the light pouring onto the 
couple from above, but I wanted to try and find another way to use that light.  I kept exploring the winery, and then I 
found another incredible spot.  The background was still dark, the light was still coming from above at an incredible 

angle, but now we had the addition of a side light.  There is light streaming in from the windows on the floor level.  It combined 
brilliantly with the dark background and the light from the higher windows for a truly gorgeous, dimensional lighting pattern.

I wanted to use this light to create a beautiful, simple portrait of the bride.  She was already holding the train of her lace wedding 
gown, so I kept that the same.  I just asked her to stand in the light, hold out her train, and watch the workers setting up her 
outdoor ceremony.  You can see Sandra, my assistant, showing her how to hold her dress in the behind-the-scenes image!

cASE STUdy17

SET UP

NIKON d4S
70.0-200.0 mm f/2.8
at 200mm and f/3.2,
exp comp -1.0,
ISO 1000,
1/400 sec



|  V O L U M E  T W OSUSAN STRIPLING’S CASE STUDIES54 55|  V O L U M E  T W OSUSAN STRIPLING’S CASE STUDIES

After a few portraits of the bride alone, I realized that the 
bridesmaids were all standing nearby and watching the scene.  I 
decided to include them into the shot, and asked them to come 
surround the bride and "help lay out her dress for a picture."  Did 
I really want them to lay her dress out?  Not at all!  I wanted them 
to interact with her, and giving a group of people a task helps 
that.  If I just told them to "Talk to each other!" or "Interact!", 
most people don't know what to do.  It ends up creating a weird, 
fake moment that appears staged.  By giving groups a task or 
activity, then standing back and letting them interact, I end up 
with natural moments.

I still had my 70-200mm f/2.8 on my camera from the previous 
portraits, so I kept it there for these images as well.  When the 
bride was alone, I was comfortable at f/3.2  When I added in the 
bridesmaids, I switched to f/4.5.  Why?  At f/3.2, I was worried 
that not all of the womens' faces would be in focus.  Focus is 
really important to me, and if I needed everyone crisp, I'd have 
to change my f-stop.  I also had to be careful with my exposure 
compensation.  -1.0 worked well for both the images of the bride 
alone and the images of the bride with her bridesmaids.  

I love how the proper exposure and long lens serve to really make 
the image pop.  By cropping it deliberately to not show either 
window, or much of the background, it makes the image about the 
light and the subjects…which was exactly my intention!

I LOVE HOW THE PROPER 
ExPOSURE ANd LONG LENS 
SERVE TO REALLy MAKE THE 

IMAGE POP.   

NIKON d4S
70.0-200.0 mm f/2.8
at 125mm and f/4.5
exp comp -1.0,
ISO 3200,
1/400 sec



|  V O L U M E  T W OSUSAN STRIPLING’S CASE STUDIES56 57|  V O L U M E  T W OSUSAN STRIPLING’S CASE STUDIES

When I say that you can make images anywhere, you really can 
make images anywhere.  If you're open to the possibilities, 
sometimes you'll find something that really surprises you.  

I've already talked about being surprised by gorgeous light in the foyer of 
a winery.  Now let's talk about finding gorgeous light in the middle of a 
crowded Brooklyn parking lot!

This venue is one of my favorites in Brooklyn, but it's a tough space.  
It's surrounded by parking lots and a mostly unattractive neighborhood.  
Manhattan is too far away to really get a good "skyline shot."  You can see 
the Statue of Liberty, but it's far away, too.  The water around the venue 
is okay, but there is a waist-high railing around everything.  Where can 
you go to make good pictures?  The parking lot.

Stay with me here!  We started right in the lot itself, practically right 
next to my own car.  Why was I in the parking lot?  I did what I always 
do…I followed the light!  I found the angle of light that I loved, and then 
tried to find a background that would work.  I didn't start my day off 
thinking "Let's take pictures in the parking lot!"  We went outside to 
start shooting, and I asked if the bride and groom were up for a quick 
walk.  We circled the building, following the light, until I found where the 
light was the most brilliant and bright.  The fact that it was a parking lot 
didn't deter me.  I knew we could make it work!

The first thing I did was work directly with the light in the way I like best.  
I positioned my clients so that the light was behind them, and they were 
directly between myself and the light source.  I found a location where 
I knew I could create three distinctly different images : a silhouette, a 
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NIKON d4S, 70.0-200.0 mm f/2.8, at 200mm and f/4, exp 
comp +0.3, ISO 100, 1/1250 sec

SET UP
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a perfectly exposed image with a bright background, and an 
image with the light surrounding their faces. I stood the bride 
and groom right in the middle of the parking lot, right next to 
the cars.  Do you see the posts in the bottom of the images?  
Look at the behind-the-scenes images, and you'll see those 
same posts separating the cars and the driveway. 

Let's take a second and talk about how my exposure will 
change when creating each of these images.  I'm shooting 
the same lens for all three of these images, the 70-200mm 
f/2.8.  I chose the f/2.8 because I was worried that I was going 
to need the f/2.8 to isolate my subjects.  Otherwise, I would 
have probably chosen my beloved 70-200mm f/4.0.  I started 

cASE STUdy6 From there, I changed my angle of view.  I left my clients in the same location, and just moved myself.  I put their heads against 
a darker building.  Because I added the darker background, the light is more prominently viewable.  Adding the grey background 
changed my exposure reading, and the settings that created a silhouette before resulted in a perfect exposure here.  Tricky?  
Sometimes, but I promise that with practice this will get easier!  I loved this setup so much that I shot a few more frames here, 
going vertical instead of horizontal (284, 286, 287, 298).  Because I changed my composition again, the exposure reading changed, 
too.  I had to keep an eye on my exposure compensation to make sure that my exposures were perfect.  I love how this scenario 
resulted in a small handful of different images without moving my clients a single step!

with the image of the bride and groom against the white 
background, perfectly exposed.  I had to raise my exposure 
compensation up +1.3 stops in order to accurately expose 
for their faces.  When I switched to creating a silhouette in 
the same setup, I dropped my exposure compensation to 
+0.3  Imagine how bright it must have been to end up with 
a silhouette at +0.3!  You can clearly see here how trusting 
your camera meter on aperture priority and exposure 
compensation 0 in this situation would have resulted in a 
silhouette.  What did I need to do in order to expose for 
their faces?  Either go to manual and change my exposure, 
or switch my exposure compensation to change the look of 
the exposure.

I FOUNd WHERE THE LIGHT 
WAS THE MOST bRILLIANT 

ANd bRIGHT.  THE FAcT 
THAT IT WAS A PARKING LOT 

dIdN'T dETER ME.  

NIKON d4S
70.0-200.0 mm f/2.8
at 200mm and f/4
exp comp +1.3
ISO 100
1/500 sec

NIKON d4S
70.0-200.0 mm f/2.8
at 200mm and f/4
exp comp +0.3
ISO 250
1/400 sec

NIKON d4S
70.0-200.0 mm f/2.8
at 200mm and f/4
exp comp +1.0
 ISO 400,
1/400 sec

NIKON d4S
 70.0-200.0 mm f/2.8
at 200mm and f/4
exp comp +1.0
ISO 400
1/400 sec
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Nikon d4
Shutter Speed 1/1000 sec
Aperture Priority
f/3.2
ISO 100,
105mm macro lens
EV -.3

From there, it was time to keep following the light.  We moved from the 
parking lot to…well, down the driveway from the parking lot! I wanted to use 
the light from the same direction, but I wanted a new background. I didn't 
want anything to distract from the couple.  I didn't need something dramatic 
or too distinct. I wanted to focus on their interaction and that beautiful, 
beautiful light.  I placed them about five feet from a ragged, scraggly hedge 
and used that as my background.  Is it awesome?  Of course it's not!  It's a 
patchy hedge in terrible need of some landscaping, but for this purpose it's 
perfect. By cropping to focus mainly on the couple, you can avoid any less-
than-great portions of the background.  

Why did I mention how far they were from the background?  I'm at 200mm 
and f/4.0, which helps set my subjects off of the background.  I do want that 
background even more separate from the subjects, so I have to make sure 
they're standing a bit of a distance from it.  Were they closer, the background 
would have been more prominent.  I didn't want that.

I then stepped back, changed my angle of view, and allowed some of the 
surroundings to enter into the frame.  I let some of the fence, the brick wall, 
and the urban elements into the image to give it more of a sense of time 
and place.  I then turned the bride to embrace the groom, changed my angle 
of view, and shot another frame in the same location.  The only thing that 
changed here was the positioning of the clients and my position.  The light 
stayed the same, but the entire situation looks different because the bride 
and I both moved.

NIKON d4S
70.0-200.0 mm f/2.8,
at 200mm and f/4
exp comp +0.3,
 ISO 200
1/400 sec

NIKON d4S, 70.0-200.0 mm f/2.8, at 200mm 
and f/4, exp comp -0.7, ISO 125, 1/400 sec

NIKON d4S, 70.0-200.0 mm f/2.8, at 200mm 
and f/4, exp comp +0.3, ISO 180, 1/400 sec

SET UP
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Once we were done with the parking lot, it was time to head back into the venue for the ceremony.  On our way 
back, I spotted another location and asked for just a few more moments with the bride alone.  I was intrigued by 
this rickety-appearing staircase and how the light created great shadows on the wall.  I had the bride positioned 
right on one of the landings.  I asked her to turn her face into the light, relax, and close her eyes.  I shot two frames 
here, and you can see that the vertical in color looks dramatically different from the horizontal black and white.  My 
exposure compensation has stayed the same for both images.  It's amazing how a simple change in composition can 
really change the entire look of a situation!

All of these images were taken in less than fifteen minutes, in a rush, on a real wedding day. I don't always have a 
lot of time with the bride and groom together, so I had to learn how to make the most of the time that I had! 

LEFT: NIKON d4S, 70.0-200.0 mm f/2.8, 
at 98mm and f/4, exp comp -1.0, ISO 100, 
1/800 sec

AbOVE: NIKON d4S, 70.0-200.0 mm f/2.8, at 
70mm and f/4, exp comp -1.0, ISO 100,
 1/1000 sec
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Could there be more things wrong with this location?  Just take a look at the 
behind-the-scenes image.  Dirty red brick buildings?  A parked car?  Lots 
of construction signs?  A ragged wall, a truck, and some falling-down metal 

gates?  Isn't this just a wedding location portrait dream?  Take a second look at the 
image.  What do you see right in the center, peeking over the edge of the building?  
The sun.

Due to schedules running a little late, all of our portrait time before the ceremony 
was taken up with other things.  I had less than ten minutes with the bride and 
groom after the family formals post-ceremony, and I had to make the most of what 
I had.  This was what the entire neighborhood surrounding the venue looked like.  
It's the Gowanus area of Brooklyn, and it's all under construction.  I'm not going 
to lie, I panicked a little bit the second we hit the streets.  It was a Saturday night, 
and everyone was out on the sidewalks.  It was crowded, dirty, confusing, and there 
was nowhere to go.

Or was there?  Once I found the sun, I knew I was going to be okay!  I placed my 
clients between myself and the sun, drawing a straight line from the sun to my lens.  
I made sure that my clients were standing on the sidewalk across the street from 
the buildings, so that I had separation between them and the background.  I chose 
to place their heads against the pretty red brick building, so that it would make a 
lovely red background.  I raised my exposure compensation, stayed at 200mm for 
the compression and separation, and knew I had my shot!

Don't be afraid of places that seem like terrible locations.  Just go looking for the 
sun first.  After that, choose a background. Consider a long lens and separation 
from the background, and then you can beautifully isolate your subjects against 
almost anything!
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SET UP

NIKON d4S
70.0-200.0 mm f/2.8, 
at 200mm and f/2.8
exp comp +1.3,
ISO 100,
1/400 sec
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Want me to let you in on a little secret?  I'll show you my favorite 
lighting spot in all of New York, and it's not where you might think.  
Is it in Central Park?  No, it's not.  Is it in Times Square?  Absolutely 

not.  My favorite light is in a tiny hidden area of The High Line, somewhere 
near the Standard Hotel, below the area most-traveled by tourists.  While most 
photographers are one level above me, shooting into those pretty stained glass 
windows, I'm often below them, shooting against this basic black wall.

Why do I like this spot so much? Consider the light.  The sun is coming from 
one direction, and it's strong.  Even if it's overcast, this area gets light.  If you 
stand right at the end, right where the pathway opens up, it's brilliant.  The 
light comes strongly from one angle only.  It bounces off of the shiny black wall, 
almost enveloping your subjects.  You can use it as back light.  You can use it as 
your main, front light.  You can use it as side light.  It's extraordinarily versatile.  
It's beautiful.

The first setup I used against this wall was to have the bride and groom face 
each other.  If they were nose-to-nose on the same plane of focus, the groom's 
head would be blocking the light form reaching the bride's face.  For this reason, 
I had the groom take the tiniest step towards me.  They still look nose-to-nose, 

SET UP

20

NIKON d4S
70.0-200.0 mm f/4.0
at 78mm and f/4
exp comp -1.3,
ISO 10000
1/400 sec but he's moved enough to allow the light to pass by his head and illuminate the bride's face.  From there, I simply had 

the bride give her new husband a hug.  The light is now touching her face directly.  

I'm in aperture priority here, as I often am when shooting portraits.  I have my 70-200mm f/4.0, and the only reason I'm 
not all the way at 200mm is because I simply can't be.  I've backed away from the clients as far as I could, but eventually 
I hit the other wall across from them.  I've made sure that my shutter speed is fast enough to hand-hold this lens without 
any motion blur or camera shake.  I've also made sure that I adjusted my exposure compensation to account for the dark 
wall and bright light.  Had I placed my exposure compensation on 0, the wall would be much brighter and my subjects 
would have been blown out by over a stop.  

If you're still stuck on how to create an accurate exposure in a situation like this, think back to the light meter days.  If 
you had a hand-held light meter, you'd go up to the bride or groom and take a meter reading right by their faces, right?  
Think of obtaining your exposure that way now.  What would your settings be to expose for their faces?  When you do 
that, you'll naturally darken down the background.  Why?  Their faces are brighter than the background, and a proper 
exposure on their faces will ensure a nice, dark background.

NIKON d4S
70.0-200.0 mm f/4.0,
at 105mm and f/4
exp comp -1.3
ISO 6400
1/400 sec
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How many things can you do with one window?  How many times can you use it in a wedding 
day?  That is the question I hope to answer with this particular case study.  

This particular venue has several ballrooms spread out across its' sprawling property.  This ballroom 
has three windows, all along one wall.   The other three walls have no windows, and the room is a huge 

cavern.  While the exterior of the property is gorgeous and the ballrooms are beautiful, there are really 
no other rooms to shoot in here.  The getting-ready room has no windows.

When there are no windows in a room, I’ll always go looking for windows before I pull out a flash or video 
light.  Sometimes you find another great room that you can use for your purposes, whether it’s a detail shot or a portrait.  

Sometimes you don’t find anywhere else to go and have to resort to a flash or video light.  That's okay, but take a second to search 
before giving up!

cASE STUdy21 NIKON d4S
105.0 mm f/2.8
at 105mm and f/13,
exp comp -1.7
ISO 1000,
1/80 sec

I used this room for four different scenarios during this particular wedding, starting with the ring shot.  I had all of the brides 
details with me (rings, shoes, invitation) and used the shoe box to prop the invitation up into the light.  You can see that I’m 
using direct light from the window, and that the papercut invitation is opened up like barn doors.  Why direct light?  Sometimes 
I want soft, indirect light, but here I wanted a more direct light source.  I placed the ring directly in the light.  Once I obtained a 
proper exposure for the very, very bright ring, everything else darkened down in comparison.   You can see that my exposure 
compensation was dialed down to -1.7.  What would have happened if I had not adjusted my exposure compensation?  The ring 
would have been a bright, blown out splotch of white, and the rest of the image would be much brighter as well.  I’m at f/13 to 
make sure the whole ring is in focus, as well as to bring attention to the beautiful papercut details of the invitation.

I left that one particular window behind when the bride got dressed.  I opted to use all three windows for her getting-ready 
image, with the window I’d just used for the ring shot to the left.  When it came time for the bride to get dressed, she put her 
dress on very loosely.  She just buttoned the top button before coming downstairs to the reception room with her bridesmaids.  
Please bear in mind that I never make my clients do anything that they’re uncomfortable with!  I asked her if she minded 
going to that particular room to get ready, and she was game for anything.  I would rather shoot a client getting ready in a 
dark room with no lights or windows before forcing her to go to a different space.  At the end of the day, they are truly going 
to remember how you made them feel, and that is important to me.  No matter how much they love their images, I never want 
them to say “I love this picture but was really uncomfortable going downstairs and I really wish she hadn’t forced me to.”

NIKON d4S, 24.0-120.0 mm f/4.0, at 31mm and f/4, exp comp 0.0, ISO 8000, 1/160 sec

SET UP
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AFTER USING THE WINdOWS FOR THE dETAIL PIcTURES 
AS WELL AS THE GETTING-REAdy, 

yOU’d THINK I MIGHT bE dONE.  NOT HARdLy! 

After using the windows for the detail pictures as well as 
the getting-ready, you’d think I might be done.  Not hardly!  
It was almost 1:00pm in the middle of the summer when 
it came time for the first look.  It was blindingly hot and 
bright outside, with nowhere to hide and nowhere to go.  
I love shooting in bright light, but it was so bright that 
everyone was squinting terribly.  The clients were also 
uncomfortable with the heat, and I wanted to keep them 
as cool as possible as long as possible.  I immediately 
thought of the reception room with the three windows as 
a location for a first look.  I didn’t want to set them on 
the stage and use the same setting as the getting-ready 
images, but what could I do?  I took the groom to the 
furthest window on the left.  It was the same window that 
I had used earlier for the detail images.  I positioned him 
so that he was facing the window, and I was shooting into 
the wall next to him.  Take note of the door right behind 
him.  You see where that is, and the column to the right?  
After that, take note of how the light from the window is 
falling on his face.  Since he’s directly facing the window, 
it’s lighting him evenly.

When the bride came up behind him, he turned slightly 
towards her.  Now look for that door and column.  You can 
see that they’ve shifted their angles, and now the light 
is illuminating the bride’s face from an angle.  Instead of 
facing the window directly, she’s angled a bit away from 
it.  That has caused the rim of light around her face.  All I 
had to do was ensure that I had a correct exposure.  After 
that, I stood back and simply let the moments develop 
around me.   I used my beloved 70-200mm f/2.8 lens for 
these images.  Why?  I was concerned that f/4 might not 
be enough in that dark space, so I was ready to go to f/2.8 
if I had to…and I did!

NIKON d4S
70.0-200.0 mm f/2.8
at 145mm and f/2.8
exp comp -3.0
ISO 2800
1/400 sec

TOP: NIKON d4S, 70.0-200.0 mm f/2.8, at 
185mm and f/2.8, exp comp -1.7, ISO 5000, 
1/400 sec

MId: NIKON d4S, 70.0-200.0 mm f/2.8, at 
200mm and f/2.8, exp comp -1.7, ISO 5000, 
1/400 sec

 bOT: NIKON d4S, 70.0-200.0 mm f/2.8, at 
200mm and f/2.8, exp comp -1.7, ISO 4000, 
1/400 sec
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After the first look was over, and the moments subsided, I used the 
window for a couple of seconds to create a few more portraits.  I had 
the bride and groom both face the window, and used it directly on 
their faces.  I had my back against the window.  I moved them away 
from me so that I could shoot at 200mm.  This also backed them out 
of the harshest beams of light and into a more diffused light.  Even 
diffused, it was still bright, so I adjusted my exposure compensation 
accordingly.

Don’t be afraid to revisit the same locations more than once on a 
wedding day!  You can always use them in different ways to make 
very different images!

NIKON d4S
70.0-200.0 mm f/2.8
at 200mm and f/2.8
exp comp -1.3,
ISO 1600
1/400 sec
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I talk a lot about light.  I talk a lot about lens selections.  
I go on and on about aperture priority and exposure 
compensation.  Something I don’t talk about a lot is 

backgrounds.  Sure, I discuss needing a dark background if 
you want to see dramatic light on a subject, but I don’t much 
discuss background for other types of images.  I wanted to 
take a second and show how a simple change of background 
can completely change 
the image you’re 
creating.

There is nothing crazy 
going on in this image.  
Just a lovely bride in 
a regular, everyday 
hotel room, getting 
her makeup done.  The 
makeup artist has set 
her up near a window.  
The curtains are open.  
The lights in the rest 
of the room are on, but 
they’re not competing 
with the light from the 
window.  I’ve pulled a 
chair up next to the 
bride, and I’m standing 
on it looking down on 
her.

If you take a quick look at my settings, you’ll see that nothing 
changes between the two images.  I’m using my 85mm f/1.4 
at f/1.4.  I’ve made sure that a focal point is directly on her 
eyelashes, and that I haven’t focused and recomposed (thus 
shifting my focus elsewhere on her face).  I’m on aperture 
priority, with my exposure compensation down -1.7.  My ISO 
remains at 125.

Don’t be fooled by your histogram.  For example, take a 
look at the histograms of these images.  If you look at the 
“perfect” histogram, it seems great, right?  Nice and smooth, 
nothing too bright and nothing too dark.  Now look at the 

“wrong” histogram.  There is no pretty bell curve.  If you’re 
going off of histograms only, one is clearly right and one is 
clearly wrong.  It might surprise you to find out that the 
“wrong” histogram corresponds to the correctly exposed 
image.  The “right” histogram corresponds to the image 
shot with no exposure compensation at all.  What’s going on 
here?  Your camera is simply trying to equalize the scene, 

and the “right” image 
seems technically correct…
to the camera.  You have 
to be smarter than your 
in-camera meter, and 
know what you’re trying 
to achieve out of a scene.  
I knew that my camera 
would be confused by 
the bright sun and dark 
shadows, and try to “fix it” 
for me.  I also knew that I’d 
have to correct that “fix!”

Back to the backgrounds.  
In the first image, I focused 
mainly on he bride’s face 
and the makeup artist’s 
hands.  I angled myself 
so that the bride’s face 
was against the window 
instead of the wall behind 
her.  In the second image, I 

angled myself so that the bride’s face was against the dark 
background of the wall and makeup table.  This results in 
two very different-looking images.  The lines of her face are 
more starkly defined in the image against the window.  The 
light on her face appears softer, yet more dramatic, when 
juxtaposed against the dark wall.  The light source and angle 
didn’t change for either image.  The only thing that changed 
was my approach to the scene.  

Always be mindful of your backgrounds.  Be on the lookout 
for distracting elements.  Also be on the lookout for ways 
your background changes the feel of your images

STUdy 13

OVERExPOSEd

NIKON d750
85.0 mm f/1.4
at 85mm and f/1.4
exp comp -1.7
 ISO 125
1/160 sec

NIKON d750,
85.0 mm f/1.4
at 85mm and f/1.4
exp comp -1.7
ISO 125
1/160 sec

OVERExPOSEd

SET UP

cASE STUdy24
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During my Thirty Days of Wedding Photography 
class for Creative Live, I spend one whole lesson 
discussing shooting the bride getting ready.  The 

biggest question I got after that day was “What if there 
are no windows in the getting-ready room?”

We’ve covered this a bit already in this book.  The first 
thing I’d do is simply try to find another room in the same 
space to shoot in.  If you’re in a bad hotel room, see if 
the bride has another suite she’s staying in that night, if 
her parents have a nice clean room, etc.  If you’re in a 
venue, check out other rooms and options.  At this 2015 
wedding, there were no options.  The wedding was at an 
amazing venue, but the rooms were limited.  We had a 
ceremony room, which was smack in the middle of the 
getting-ready setup process.  We had a bar/cocktail hour 
room, which was where the girls were set up having 
hair and makeup done.  It was also where the guys were 
hanging out when they arrived, which certainly meant she 
couldn’t get ready there.  We had an awesome reception 
room with no windows and a crew of people setting up.  
We had six small bathrooms with no windows.  And we 
had this room.

NIKON d4S, 85.0 mm 
f/1.4, at 85mm and f/1.4, 
exp comp -3.0, ISO 100, 
1/640 sec, 

NIKON d4S,
85.0 mm f/1.4
at 85mm and f/2.5,
exp comp -1.7
ISO 10000
1/160 sec

SET UP

cASE STUdy23
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NIKON d4S
85.0 mm f/1.4
at 85mm and f/1.8
exp comp -1.0
ISO 2200
1/160 sec

This room.  Just thinking about it sends shivers down my 
spine.  It’s small.  It’s oddly shaped.  It’s crowded.  It’s fussy.  
What in the world was I going to do in this room, when this 
room really was my ONLY option to dress the bride?

After my initial panic wore off, I started to see the options 
in the space.  I really liked the metallic, flecked wallpaper.  I 
liked the view down the hallway, into the room.  I was just 
about to send my assistant out to the car to get our Ice 
Light, or to the bag to get our flash, when I saw the very 
bizarre floor lamp in the room.  I plugged it in, turned it on, 
and knew I had my light source.  If I hadn’t found this floor 
lamp, I’d have done the exact same thing with the light and 
the angle, only with my Ice Light or a flash at 1/16 or 1/8 
power.

I positioned the light just off to the side, around the 
L-shaped bend in the room.  This put the light source out 
of sight.  I didn’t want to see the light at first, just use it 
to illuminate the scene.  I turned off the other lights in the 
room, and used the lamp as my only light source.  

For the first few images, I had the bride alone in the room.  
She was fluffing her dress and just hanging out, waiting for 
her mother to be done with hair and makeup so that she could 
help her get dressed.  I had my 85mm f/1.4, because I was 
worried that I’d need the f/1.4 with the room being so dark.  
I also felt I might need f/1.4 to isolate my subject from the 
background, but that ended up not being the case.  I shot my 
first frame at f/2.5.  This was in order to make sure that some 
of the dress was in focus as well as the bride.  My ISO went 
immediately up to 10,000, but I wasn’t worried. I knew that if 
I really nailed my exposure, the D4s could handle shooting at 
10,000.

From there, the bride’s dad came in to chat with his daughter 
for a few minutes.  I kept my light in the same place, but 
watched as the bride sat down next to her dress.  Do you 
see the sofa behind her in the first image?  She’s sitting on it, 
facing into the light, in the second image.  Instead of lighting 
the back of her hair, the light is illuminating her face now.  
I changed to f/1.8 in order to focus solely on her face and 
nothing else.

SET UP
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WHILE I WILL OFTEN SET THE ScENE, 
I WILL NEVER STAGE A MOMENT 

OR ASK SOMEONE TO 
REPEAT A MOMENT 
ONcE IT’S PASSEd.

NIKON d750,
24.0-70.0 mm f/2.8,
at 45mm and f/2.8
exp comp -1.7
ISO 720
1/160 sec
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When it was time for her to get ready, I absolutely asked her to stand in the position she’s 
in.  There is always some wiggle room when you’re working with a window.  If the bride 
shifts her position slightly, it’s not going to affect your lighting too terribly.  In this situation, 
however, it would have changed everything if she’d moved too much!  I discussed the light 
and the positioning with her beforehand, and she did amazingly at staying in the same spot.  
The moments are totally her own.  I didn’t tell her to laugh or react to anything, she just 
did that on her own.  While I will often set the scene, I will never stage a moment or ask 
someone to repeat a moment once it’s passed.

NIKON d4S,
85.0 mm f/1.4
at 85mm and f/1.8
exp comp -1.0
ISO 1800
1/160 sec

I chose to include one image where you can see the light itself.  I thought it added an interesting 
graphic element into the photograph.  If I’d been using an Ice Light or a flash, I probably 
would not have done that.  I just loved how the circular shape of the light was a nice contrast 
to the stark lines of the walls.  I also wanted you to see precisely where the light is coming 
from.  You might not find an awesome light waiting to be plugged in and used in the bride’s 
getting-ready room, but you can recreate this light with a speedlight on low power or a video 
light from the same angle.

NIKON d750,
24.0-70.0 mm f/2.8,
at 45mm and f/2.8
exp comp -1.3
ISO 2000,
1/160 sec
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cASE STUdy24 SET UP

I saved one of my favorite situations for last, because I 
used to find it so fiendishly tricky.  What do you do if 
you’re stuck in a tent, you have to shoot family formals, 

and it’s raining?  The formals took place pre-ceremony, 
so the tent was still being set up.  Because they hoped it 
would stop raining, the ceremony was set up outside, so we 
couldn’t even use the chuppah as a background.  What in 
the world was I going to do?  There was nowhere else to go!  
Nowhere inside, no covered area outside other than the tent.  
NOWHERE.

The tent might have had walls, but there had to be an entrance 
and an exit.  I found the exit and made sure that the flaps of 
the tent were pushed back and secured.  See how nice and 
bright it looks outside?  It’s not.  It’s actually overcast and 
drizzling, but you can’t tell because it’s still brighter than it is 
in the dark tent!  I placed the clients as close tot he edge of 
the tent as possible, without putting them outside or placing 
them in the rain.  I could have moved them inside by about 
six to eight feet and still achieved a similar effect, but felt 
very comfortable having them stand where I did.

The behind-the-scenes image is very accurate with regard to 
how dark the subjects were before lighting them with flash.  
The background was very bright in comparison.  What could 

I do in order to make my subjects stand out?  The answer is off-
camera flash.

I had my assistant stand with our SB910 on a monopod with a 
large Rogue flashbender just to my right and in front of me.  You 
can see how far away she is from the clients in the behind-the-
scenes image.  The flash was on full power.   I knew it was going 
to have to be on full power because I was really going to have to 
brighten up their faces, and half power (or anything less) just 
wasn’t going to cut it.

But how did I figure out my camera settings?  I wanted as long 
of a lens as possible so that I could isolate my subjects from the 
background, so I chose my 70-200mm as close to 200mm as 
possible.  I kept my f-stop to f/5.6, so that all of the faces would be 
in focus.  My shutter speed was at 1/80, which was slow enough 
to let in ambient light, yet fast enough to freeze the subjects when 
combined with the power of the flash.  I was on ISO 640.  My 
camera was set to manual, as was my flash.  My flash was at 1/1 
power so that we could illuminate the faces of the subjects while 
maintaining a proper exposure on the background.  You can see 
how dark their faces are in the behind-the-scenes images, so it 
did take quite a bit of flash power to light them up!

NIKON d750, 
70.0-200.0 mm f/4.0
at 155mm and f/5.6
exp comp 0.0
ISO 640
1/80 sec
off-camera flash at 1/1 
power
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