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			Seeing Like a Camera: Shadow Pockets

			Thanks to the architecture of cities worldwide and the many tall buildings that define them, “shadow pockets” are especially prevalent, more so than in landscapes. In these very pockets of “black gold”—and the brightly lit features around them—you can find a wealth of impactful images. Yet to reveal these treasures, you must learn to see as a camera does.

			The human eye can see a range of light and dark that is equivalent, in photographic terms, to 16 to 18 stops. This means you will often walk past the black gold, because your eyes and brain can clearly see, for example, both a frontlit tricycle and the long, dark shadow of the alleyway behind the tricycle. But what if, on the other hand, you could “see” like your camera’s light meter does, with only about a 9-stop range of light to shadow? Then you might see the shadowed alleyway behind the tricycle as an opportunity. By setting a manual exposure for the sunlit tricycle and composing it against the alleyway, you would reveal the great volume of black gold behind the tricycle.

			And the reverse is also true: shaded figures in front of a brightly lit background can become velvety dark silhouettes if you expose for the lit background. Do you remember the first time you shot a sunrise or sunset at the beach with a friend or family member walking in the foreground against the rising or setting sun? Or how about that country scene at sunset where you shot a large oak tree or barn against the bright red-orange sky? It was exciting, I know, to see such stark contrast between the vivid colors of the sky and the often pitch-black silhouetted shapes of people, trees, or the proverbial barn. If you have yet to realize that you can create that same type of image without an actual sunrise or sunset, perhaps that defining moment can happen now.

			These are just two examples of why it’s imperative that you learn to speak and see like a camera, in much the same way that you will go much further in any foreign country when you speak that country’s language. Your camera and lenses speak a unique photographic language, one that many photographers, especially with today’s proliferation of smartphones, are failing to learn.

			Are you familiar with the new language translation recorders that allow you to say something in your native language and then play it back in a different language? Perhaps you own such a device. For many photographers, Photoshop serves the same purpose, replacing any need to speak the language of photography. And similarly to the language translation apps, Photoshop—as smart as it may be—is actually undermining the personal self-esteem and uplifting feeling of empowerment you can gain from creating an image and photographic style that you can honestly claim as your very own. Prior to the digital age, most photographic creations were the result of investing the necessary time to learn about metering light and shadow, the potential visions of apertures and shutter speeds, the unique visions of all of your lenses, the various focal lengths, and finally how to combine your personal style and love of line, pattern, texture, color, and people and/or landscapes with fresh and unique points of view, all leading to what was hopefully an impactful image, a compelling composition.

			I should note here that because smartphone cameras can encompass both light and shadow simultaneously with a more extreme dynamic range, they do not offer the same opportunity to capture pockets of black gold. (DSLRs and mirrorless cameras are headed for that extreme dynamic range, and I’m hoping that manufacturers will install a kind of dimmer switch to tone down the dynamic range when necessary.) If you’re using a standard DSLR, it should be really important to you to develop your vision, abandoning what your eye and brain have led you to believe and embracing with fervor the vision of your camera’s more limited sensitivity to light and dark. Once you do this, you will discover the black gold that is often right in front of you, if not behind you!
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			In both this composition and the one on this page, I made use of the camera’s limited range of light and dark, mining the “black gold” behind the subject. This young woman, from the Konso tribe in Ethiopia’s Omo Valley, was lit by the overcast light of midday, with the much darker interior of her small home behind her. I exposed for the brighter, softer light on her face, recording the background as a severe underexposure and adding a welcome dollop of contrast!

			◘ Nikon D850, NIKKOR 24–120mm lens, f/8 for 1/100 sec., ISO 200, Daylight/Sunny WB

			
				
				The Photographic Triangle

				Before we go further, let’s review some fundamentals. Just as it was one hundred years ago, every camera, whether a DSLR or the one in your smartphone, is nothing more than a lightproof box with a lens at one end and a light-sensitive receptor (formerly film; today, a digital sensor) at the other. When light is allowed to enter the opening in the lens (the aperture) for a certain amount of time (the shutter speed), an image called an exposure is recorded. A correct exposure is a simple combination of aperture, shutter speed, and ISO (the sensor’s sensitivity to light). I refer to these three factors as the photographic triangle.

				The size of the aperture, or lens opening, determines the volume of light that reaches the digital sensor during an exposure. The smaller the f-stop number (for example, f/2.8, f/4, f/5.6), the larger the lens opening and the more light is allowed in. The larger the f-stop number (for example, f/16 or f/22), the smaller the lens opening and the less light. For more on aperture, see this page.

				Shutter speed controls the amount of time light is allowed through the camera’s lens to stay on the digital media. The slower the shutter speed, the more light is allowed in. Today’s cameras offer shutter speeds from a blazingly fast 1/15,000 sec. to as long as 30 seconds. Smartphone cameras have a more limited range, from approximately 1/1000 sec. to 1/60 sec. For more on shutter speed, see this page.

				The third part of the photographic triangle is the ISO, or the sensitivity of the film or digital sensor to light. The higher the ISO, the higher its sensitivity to light. For example, ISO 400 is more sensitive to light than ISO 100. For more on ISO, see this page.

				If you’re new to these concepts or just need a refresher, you can also check out one of my previous books, such as Understanding Exposure or Bryan Peterson’s Photography School, for more in-depth explanations.
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			I had just completed a ride with this taxi driver in Jodhpur, India, and we were still engaged in a discussion about life in Jodhpur when he began to smoke, standing beside his tuktuk. He was sidelit by the strong early morning light, with a large alleyway about ten feet behind him. Since my exposure was set for the much brighter sunlight on him, the darker area of open shade behind him recorded as a welcome and contrasting black background.

			◘ Nikon D850, NIKKOR 24–120mm lens, f/11 for 1/400 sec., ISO 200, Daylight/Sunny WB
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			Throughout my photographic career, I have had perhaps a half-dozen defining moments that changed my approach to image-making. One of those moments took place while on assignment for CNN in Havana, Cuba, in August 1993. I was there as a silent observer, to photograph still images while the CNN journalist interviewed Fidel Castro—an interview that unfortunately never took place, as Castro’s office staff said simply, “President Castro is no longer interested in being interviewed.”

			I say “unfortunately,” but in retrospect it was good fortune. That canceled interview soon found me out on the streets of Havana with an unexpectedly free afternoon. Shortly afterward, my ears caught the loud, competitive voices of teenagers and the familiar sound of a basketball hitting the pavement. Turning a corner, I saw a large open courtyard bathed in golden light and a group of boys playing a pickup game. I wasted little time, moving down into a low position near the concrete pavement to push the young men higher up in my frame. I began to fumble with the manual exposure settings on my Nikon F3, not quite certain how to meter the scene. Within seconds, feeling like an idiot, I chastised myself for failing to realize the obvious: the scene before me was a Sunny 16 opportunity!

			I had learned of the Sunny 16 formula all the way back in 1973. The formula was simple: when using any film—color slide, color print, or even black-and-white—to photograph a frontlit or sidelit scene (when the light source is illuminating the front or side of your subject), you can always obtain a correct exposure by setting your aperture to f/16 and your shutter speed to the same number as the ISO—meaning if the ISO is 100, the shutter speed should be 1/100 sec.; if the ISO is 400, the shutter speed should be 1/400 sec.; and so on.

			Since then, I had applied the Sunny 16 rule to many frontlit and sidelit nature scenes, but like a bumbling idiot, my initial reaction to these young boys playing basketball was like walking into a foreign land, a land unlike anything in nature. I just stood there, cursing the fact that the wall behind them was in bright, golden late-afternoon sunlight while the boys were in open shade: a metering nightmare. Then, as if struck by a bolt of lightning, I realized this was the same “golden” opportunity I had shot in nature countless times. A Sunny 16 exposure would correctly expose the wall, thus rendering the teenage boys as a striking and stark silhouette against the urban inner-city wall.

			But there was a bit more to understanding the Sunny 16 rule: the use of f/16 was merely a starting point, meaning that f/16 at 1/100 sec. was merely one of six possible correct exposures with ISO 100. The quantitative value of f/16 for 1/100 sec. is the same as f/11 for 1/200 sec., the same as f/8 for 1/400 sec., and the same as f/5.6 for 1/800 sec. and f/4 for 1/1600 sec. As I stood there watching the basketball game unfold, I grabbed my Nikon F3 film camera loaded with Fujichrome 100 slide film and, using my NIKKOR 35–70mm lens, set my exposure to f/8 (for a “Who cares?” aperture) and 1/400 sec. (which was fast enough to freeze the action). Over the course of fifteen minutes, I managed to get a number of images of extreme contrast, one of which is shown here.

			The biggest takeaway from this afternoon in downtown Havana was the realization that Sunny 16 was not only for nature landscapes. In fact, ever since that day, I have often called upon Sunny 16 while shooting street photography all over the world. Set your exposure for the sunlight (aka Sunny 16) and anything in the shadows between your point of view and that sunlight will record as a severe underexposure, often resulting in a silhouette. For more on Sunny 16, see this page.

			◘ Nikon F3 with Kodak Slide Film E100S, NIKKOR 35–70mm lens, f/16 for 1/100 sec., ISO 100, Daylight/Sunny WB

			
				
				The Sunny 16 Rule

				The Sunny 16 rule is a formula almost as old as photography itself, a formula used countless times before the advent of the in-camera light meter. I still use this formula today, despite having a highly sophisticated digital camera at my disposal with no fewer than three built-in light metering choices.

				Sunny 16 simply means this: If your subject is basking in the front light or sidelight of full sun (meaning that the sun is not obscured by any portion of a cloud or object), then to correctly expose any part of that subject and/or scene awash in sunlight, set your aperture to f/16 and choose the same number for your shutter as your ISO setting. For example, at f/16, with an ISO of 100, I would shoot at 1/100 sec. With an ISO of 200, I would shoot at 1/200 sec.; with an ISO of 400, I would shoot at 1/400 sec.; and so on.

				“Ah,” you say, “but what if I don’t want to shoot at f/16? What if I don’t want that much depth of field?” No problem! You can shoot at any aperture and shutter speed as long as the quantitative value of the aperture and shutter speed are the same as in the original (f/16 for 1/100 sec. at ISO 100). For example, let’s say you are using ISO 100 and want a limited depth of field, so you choose f/5.6. You have opened up the aperture of your lens (made a much wider opening) by a total of three stops: from f/16 to f/11 (1 stop), from f/11 to f/8 (2 stops), and from f/8 to f/5.6 (3 stops). So now you must also decrease your shutter speed (the duration of time) by three stops: from 1/100 sec. to 1/200 sec., from 1/200 sec. to 1/400 sec., and finally from 1/400 sec. to 1/800 sec., making your final settings f/5.6, 1/800 sec., ISO 100. To make learning your progressions easier, I have created a simple Sunny 16 chart based on an ISO of 100.
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				The Sunny 16 rule is in full force from about ninety minutes after sunrise to ninety minutes before sunset. It can be an effective exposure setting for any frontlit or sidelit subject that requires little, if any, tweaking in post-processing—regardless of the person’s skin color, from the fairest white to the darkest brown, or whether a person is dressed in white or black.
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			It was a hot June afternoon and I was on West 33rd Street and Tenth Avenue in New York City, a favorite city of many street photographers. The lane of traffic farthest from me was basking in full sunlight, while the two lanes nearer to me were blanketed by large shadows being cast by the Hudson Yard high-rises directly behind me.

			I could see the possibility before me: a layered exposure of dark shadows near me becoming silhouetted shapes in front of the brighter sunlit background—assuming I trusted the Sunny 16 rule and didn’t overthink it. In less than fifteen minutes, color, form, and shape all worked in concert together as a lone man in his car pulled up to the red light, stopping in the lane nearest to me with his front window down, a taxi behind him in the far lane basking in full sun. Then, talk about timing—wow!—a young couple in that same full sunlight walked into the scene
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			Backlight and 
Transparent Color
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			Dappled Light
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			Light and Shadow Are Not the Holy Grail
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			Many thanks to the best editor ever, Julie Mazur Tribe, and to Emma Rudolph, Isabelle Gioffredi, Jane Chinn, and the gang at Ten Speed Press.
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			Bryan Peterson is a professional photographer, internationally known instructor, and founder of the Bryan Peterson School of Photography. He is also the bestselling author of Understanding Exposure, Learning to See Creatively, Understanding Portrait Photography, Understanding Color in Photography, and his most recent book, Bryan Peterson Photography School. His trademark use of color and strong, graphic composition have garnered him many photographic awards, including the New York Art Director Club’s Gold Award and honors from Communication Arts Photography Annual and Print magazine.
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