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Get 25% off your first order with Bay Photo Lab! 
For instructions on how to redeem this special offer, create a free  

account at bayphoto.com.
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Exceptional Images
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At Bay Photo Lab, our staff has a true passion for photography, and that passion shows 
in everything we produce.  

Choose MetalPrints infused on aluminum for a vibrant, luminescent look, Acrylic Prints for a vivid, high-impact 

display, Xpozer for a lightweight, interchangeable presentation, Canvas Prints for a fine art look, or Wood Prints 

to lend a warm, natural feel to your images. All options are beautifully handcrafted, providing exceptional 

durability and image stability for a gallery-worthy presentation that will last a lifetime. Available in a wide range 

of sizes, perfect for anything from small displays to large installations.

Stunning Prints Made by Photographers, for Photographers

Learn more at bayphoto.com/wall-displays
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Technological convergence is here 
to stay.

There isn’t a day that goes by that I 
don’t get a press release that talks about 
the convergence of still imaging and 
video. From cameras to lenses, apps to 
YouTube, the imaging market is abuzz 
with the rush to release products that 
improve the workflow of those working 
in photography and videography. For the 
photographer who’s open to new oppor-
tunities and willing to learn new skills, 
it’s a tremendous time. A photographer 
who can shoot images for an Instagram 
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campaign and who can also shoot video 
for that same campaign is more valuable 
than someone who can only shoot stills. 

At Digital Photo Pro, we’re embrac-
ing this new converging world. Years 
ago we launched HDVideoPro maga-
zine to address the (then) burgeoning 
market of digital video products. Over 
the last year, we’ve embarked on a pro-
cess of integrating video content into  
Digital Photo Pro magazine, and to  
expand our coverage of video technol- 
ogies on the HDVideoPro.com and  
DigitalPhotoPro.com websites. 

To make this change more visible, we 
included an internal HDVideoPro cover 
inside Digital Photo Pro to give a visible 

indication of where video content began. 
In this issue, we continue that process, 
with a tweak to the look and more uni-
fied video coverage. The internal cover 
is gone, and while we’ll still have video-
specific content in a section of the maga-
zine, the rest of the publication will 
keep video in mind, as well. You’ll find 
product reviews that expand the evalu-
ation of video use cases and techniques 
providing instruction for both still and 
motion shooters. 

On the HDVideoPro.com web-
site, we’ll continue to cover gear 
designed for the professional photog-
rapher entering the video space, right  
up through the independent video  

producer and cinematographer. 
This will allow us to push timely, 

interesting video content to readers in a 
way that can actually include video. We 
think this is a great way to showcase the 
work done by the creatives in the field. 

So, no matter your media, you’ll 
find hands-on reviews, techniques, 
tutorials and more, both here and on 
our websites. 

—David Schloss, Editor

editors@digitalphotopro.com

Twitter/Instagram @davidjschloss

ABOVE: 15 North, Exit 25, Las Vegas, 2001  
Billboards gleam in the sun, thanks to the eye 
of legendary photographer Albert Watson.
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*Requires the optional MB-D18 Multi-Power Battery Pack and EN-EL18a/b battery.
 Nikon is a registered trademark of Nikon Corporation. ©2018 Nikon Inc.

THE NEXT CHAPTER

ROSITA LIPARI INTRODUCES THE NEW NIKON FULL FRAME D850. 
To help announce the best all-around camera we’ve ever created, Nikon teamed up with 
award-winning wedding photographer Rosita Lipari. With the D850’s unmatched combination 
of resolution and speed, featuring a 45.7 MP full-frame CMOS sensor and 9 fps* continuous 
shooting, Rosita was able to capture her creative aspiration like never before. Matched with full- 
frame 4K UHD video, the D850 ushers in a new era of bold expression and expansive storytelling. 
Begin your next chapter by visiting nikonusa.com/d850.
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Sigma 16mm F1.4 DC DN | Contemporary >>
Sigma has introduced the 16mm F1.4 DC DN | Contemporary, the second lens in the series and the 

first interchangeable lens for mirrorless E-mount cameras in APS-C format with a 24mm focal length 

and ƒ/1.4 aperture. Featuring a compact and lightweight form factor at 14.3 ounces, Sigma says the 

lens delivers image quality rivaling its premium Art series lenses, and it’s an all-around, everyday 

lens, suitable for a range of photographic applications. The large-diameter 16mm wide-angle joins the 

30mm F1.4 DC DN | Contemporary lens, released in 2016. Sigma reports it will be adding a telephoto 

lens to the line. Optical construction is comprised of 16 elements in 13 groups, with lens elements 

built to minimize ghosting and flare, plus a 9-blade rounded diaphragm. The lens features a stepping 

motor, which is designed to deliver superfast, quiet autofocus. To stand up to the elements, the lens 

body is dust- and splash-proof, and incorporates Thermally Stable Composite (TSC) materials in its 

build to ensure performance in challenging conditions. 

Price: $449. Website: sigmaphoto.com

Leica Q Silver Anodized >>
The latest addition to the Leica universe is the Leica Q (Typ 116) Silver 

Anodized, featuring the same tech specs as the black model, including a 

24-megapixel full-frame sensor and Leica Summilux 28mm F/1.7 ASPH lens. 

While the new camera maintains the black model’s classic form factor, it adds 

touches of silver—in the top plate, baseplate and lens, and to the control 

elements. Additional specifications include a 3.68-megapixel electronic 

viewfinder, full HD video shooting and WiFi compatibility, all features shared by 

the original version.

Price: $4,495. Website: us.leica-camera.com

NewProducts New Tools Of The Trade

Hasselblad XCD 135mm And XCD 80mm 
Hasselblad has announced the addition of the XCD 135mm and XCD 80mm 

lenses for the mirrorless medium-format X1D-50c, growing the camera 

system’s lens lineup to nine optics in 2018. With its release, the XCD 80mm will 

become the highest-aperture lens the company has ever introduced, to date, 

while the XCD 135mm ƒ/2.8 comes with a 1.7x teleconverter that turns the lens 

into a 230mm ƒ/4.8 focal-length optic. Hasselblad also made a few additional 

announcements: The XCD 21mm lens will feature an ƒ/4 aperture, the XCD 35-

75mm zoom will feature an ƒ/3.5-4.5 aperture range, and the XCD 65mm lens, 

an ƒ/2.8 aperture, while the previously announced XCD 22mm lens has been 

updated to a 21mm focal length. Specifications, pricing and availability are to 

be announced, though the XCD 135mm is scheduled for delivery in the first half 

of 2018, and the XCD 80mm, in the second half of 2018.

Website: hasselblad.com 
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NewProducts New Tools Of The Trade

Tamron 100-400mm F/4.5-6.3 Di VC USD >>
Compatible with full-frame Canon and Nikon DSLRs, the Tamron  

100-400mm F/4.5-6.3 Di VC USD (Model A035) is designed to deliver 

“superior optical quality.” The lens owes its autofocus performance and 

Vibration Compensation (VC) with four stops of stabilization to the lens 

maker’s Dual MPU (Micro-Processing Unit) control system, a feature 

incorporated into all of the latest Tamron lenses. All this tech is built into a 

compact, lightweight lens body weighing only 39.3 ounces and measuring 

7.7 inches long for the Nikon mount, and 40 ounces and 7.8 inches for 

the Canon mount. Optical construction is comprised of 17 elements in 

11 groups, including 3 LD (Low Dispersion) lens elements to minimize 

aberrations, plus a 9-blade circular diaphragm. Tamron’s eBAND (Extended 

Bandwidth & Angular-Dependency) Coating is designed to help reduce flare 

and ghosting, and the lens has a moisture-resistant construction and a 

fluorine coating for protection from the elements. The lens is compatible 

with teleconverters designed for Tamron lenses and Arca-style tripod 

mounts, as well as Tamron’s TAP-in Console (all optional accessories), 

which allows photographers to update lens firmware and customize 

settings. A lens hood and lens cap are standard accessories.

Price: $800. Website: tamron-usa.com 

<< Olympus M.ZUIKO Digital ED 17mm F1.2 PRO And 
M.ZUIKO Digital ED 45mm F1.2 PRO
Olympus is growing its M.ZUIKO F1.2 PRO prime lens series, with the addition of the 

M.ZUIKO Digital ED 17mm F1.2 PRO and M.ZUIKO Digital ED 45mm F1.2 PRO Micro 

Four Thirds lenses. The M.ZUIKO Digital ED 17mm F1.2 PRO features a newly engineered 

ED-DSA lens, which Olympus says “possesses the characteristics of both an ED 

(Extra-low Dispersion) lens element and a DSA (Dual Super Aspherical) lens element” 

and is designed to mitigate chromatic aberrations and distortions. Both lenses 

feature Olympus’ Z Coating Nano technology to reduce ghosting and flare. They’re also 

dustproof, splash-proof and freeze-proof (to 14°F). 

The M.ZUIKO Digital ED 45mm F1.2 PRO is available now; the M.ZUIKO Digital ED 

17mm F1.2 PRO is scheduled for a late January 2018 release.

Price: $2,000 (each). Website: getolympus.com 

Leica Thambar-M 90mm F/2.2 >>
Photographers looking to create that dreamy bokeh look in their images have another tool 

to consider. Leica has reimagined its classic Thambar-M 90mm ƒ/2.2—originally released 

in 1935 as the Thambar 9cm ƒ/2.2—giving the soft-focus telephoto lens for people and 

landscape portraits an update. With an optical design comprised of 4 elements in 3 groups, 

the lens features a 20-blade aperture, as in the original. The Thambar-M 90mm includes a 

lens hood, center-spot filter, and front and rear lens caps, all manufactured from metal, plus 

a leather lens case. It’s compatible with all Leica M cameras.

Price: $6,500. Website: us.leica-camera.com

 >>  For the latest product news and in-depth coverage of new announcements, 
visit digitalphotopro.com/newswire
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NewProducts New Tools Of The Trade

Hensel Grand Mini 85 Softbox And Schönes Licht Kit >>
Hensel has introduced new light modifiers for photographers, the Grand Mini 85 

parabolic softbox, the latest addition to Hensel’s Grand softbox series, as well as 

the Schönes Licht Lighting Kit. Designed for location shooting (though it can be 

an excellent solution for studio photographers), the Grand Mini 85 measures 33.46 

inches in diameter and has a parabolic shape for even, bright light distribution. 

Made of a high-quality durable fabric, the Mini 85 sets up in seconds. Among 

additional features are the use of inner and outer diffusers (included) and true 

color rendering. A deflector, foldable bounce discs and fabric honeycomb grids are 

available as optional accessories. The lighting kit includes two Integra Mini 300 

monolights, a radio transmitter/receiver set, two air-cushioned aluminum stands, two 

umbrella flood reflectors and two 32-inch umbrellas, and a wheeled softbag case.

Price: ($400) Grand Mini 85; $1,000 (Schönes Lighting Kit). Website: henselusa.com

<< Phottix Juno Transceiver Flash 
The Phottix Juno transceiver flash is a new lighting solution for location photographers, at a nice price point 

of $139.95 for the standalone unit or as part of the Ready To Go Kit for $250. The manual hot-shoe flash is 

compatible with a wide variety of camera systems from Canon, Fujifilm, Nikon, Olympus, Panasonic, Pentax 

and Sony. The flash is also compatible with the company’s line of manual flash units, including the Ares II flash 

trigger and the Strato II multi wireless flash trigger, as well as the Sekonic Litemaster L-478DR-PX light meter. 

The Juno features a GN of 58/190 (meters/feet at 200mm, ISO 100), with 1/128 sec. to full-power output in 1/3-

stop increments. Lights can be arranged in 4 groups and 16 channels, with wireless triggering available from a 

distance of over 300 feet. The flash has two built-in optical slave modes; recycle time is 0.1 to 5 seconds. And 

all of that tech can be powered via the Juno’s easy-to-use command dial and backlit LCD display. The Juno runs 

off four AA alkaline or NiMH batteries. The Ready To Go Kit includes the Juno flash, an Ares II remote trigger, a 

P190 MK II light stand, double folding snoot, 36” umbrella and a multifunction flash-shoe umbrella mount. 

Website: phottixus.com

Adobe Lightroom CC And Lightroom Classic CC >>
Adobe has rebranded one product as it introduces another. Lightroom 

becomes Lightroom Classic CC, with the launch of a brand-new, cloud-

based app that picks up the name Lightroom CC. Adobe says it’s “designed 

to be a cloud-based ecosystem of apps that are deeply integrated and work 

together seamlessly across desktop, mobile, and web. Lightroom Classic CC 

is designed for desktop-based (file/folder) digital photography workflows. 

It’s a well-established workflow solution that is distinct and separate 

from our new cloud-native service. By separating the two products, we’re 

allowing Lightroom Classic to focus on the strengths of a file/folder based 

workflow that many of you enjoy today, while Lightroom CC addresses the 

cloud/mobile-oriented workflow.”

There are a series of pricing plans: 1 TB Lightroom CC/$9.99 per month; 

20 GB Creative Cloud Photography Plan includes Lightroom CC, Lightroom 

Classic CC, Photoshop CC, Adobe Portfolio and Adobe Spark (unlocking 

premium features)/$9.99 per month; 1 TB Creative Cloud Photography 

Plan/$19.99 per month (existing Photography Plan customers can pay 

$14.99 per month to jump to the 1 TB tier); 100 GB Creative Cloud All Apps 

Plan is a buffet of Adobe apps/$49.99 per month; 100 GB Lightroom Mobile 

Plan/$4.99 per month.

Website: adobe.com



SIGMA USB Dock
Update, adjust & personalize. Customization never 

thought possible. Sold separately.

Learn more sigmaphoto.com/usb-dock

All made in Japan. Our entire line-up on sigmaphoto.com. USA 4-Year Service Protection

SIGMA Corporation of America | 15 Fleetwood Court | Ronkonkoma, NY 11779, U.S.A. | Tel: (631) 585-1144

Follow us on Instagram @sigmaphoto and Facebook.com/sigmacorporationofamerica

135mm F1.8 DG HSM
Case and Hood (LH880-03) included. 

USA 4-Year Service Protection

This medium telephoto lens’ F1.8 brightness 

helps with event photography and its stunning 

compression makes it an ideal portrait lens!

With a dust- and splash-proof mount, performance 

is guaranteed in any condition. 

SINGULAR.



14 | Digital Photo Pro  digitalphotopro.com

NewProducts New Tools Of The Trade

 >>  For the latest product news and in-depth coverage of new announcements, 
visit digitalphotopro.com/newswire

<< Canon 4K UHD Portable Zoom Broadcast Lenses
Canon has introduced a pair of 4K UHD Portable Zoom broadcast lenses, the 

CJ45ex9.7B 4K UHD and CJ45ex13.6B 4K UHD, designed for 2/3-inch-sensor broadcast 

cameras. The lenses join the CJ20ex7.8B and CJ12ex4.3B in the series. Suitable for a 

wide variety of shooting applications, from sports to docs to live events, even nature 

and aerial applications, for shots ranging from close-ups to panos, the CJ45ex9.7B 

provides the highest zoom ratio in its class, while the CJ45ex13.6B offers the highest 

zoom ratio and longest focal length in its class, notes Canon. Their light weight and 

compact form factor make the lenses especially suitable for creatives shooting in 

the field. Additional features of both lenses include optical construction comprised of 

fluorite and Ultra-low Dispersion (UD) glass, a 45x zoom ratio, and 9.7mm to 437mm 

and 13.6mm to 612mm wide-angle focal lengths, respectively. The CJ45ex9.7B is 

scheduled for April 2018 availability and the CJ45ex13.6B, slated for May 2018 delivery. 

Pricing hasn’t been released yet.

Website: usa.canon.com

Red Giant Universe 2.2 >>
Red Giant has announced the release of Universe 2.2, the GPU-accelerated plugin 

series for editors and motion graphics artists. The update gets 11 new transitions, as 

the effects collection grows to 76 imaging tools. Along with the introduction of v2.2, 

Red Giant has added support for Avid Media Composer—joining Adobe Premiere Pro 

CC, Adobe After Effects CC, Apple Final Cut Pro X, Apple Motion, Blackmagic DaVinci 

Resolve, HitFilm and Magix Vegas Pro—and has updated two existing plugins, VHS 

and Retrograde. Universe 2.2 is available as part of two subscription plans—$99/year 

or $20/month; a free trial is available for download. The plugins are also available as 

part of the Red Giant Volume Program for professionals who need five or more floating 

licenses. See our review on page 64 of this issue.

Website: redgiant.com

Phase One Capture One Pro 11 >>
The release of Capture One Pro 11, from Phase One, brings improvements to performance, a new 

annotation tool and, most importantly, an overhaul of the Local Adjustments tool. Now referred to 

as Layers, it has much more precise control over masking. New tools have been added to feather 

masks, as well, to refine the precision of a mask for difficult subjects like hair and to control layer 

opacity. A greater range of tools (like color and levels) are available in local layer adjustments, 

too. The program now can open large catalogs much more quickly and supports much larger size 

catalogs. A new option on import will hide duplicate files, a much requested feature, and a LAB 

readout has been added to the color measurement tool. 

Price: $119 (upgrade from Capture One Pro 9 or 10; free for those who purchased before October 

31, 2017). Capture One Pro 11 is also available in a $20/month or $180/year subscription plan. 

Website: phaseone.com
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Equipment Mirrorless Vs. DSLR

As mirrorless and DSLR systems become more powerful,  
a confrontation between them is brewing  Text & Photography By David Schloss 

In the annals of photography, it’s likely that 
2017 will be recognized as the year in 
which the dominance in the digital 
photography camera market shifted 
from DSLR to mirrorless designs. 
That’s not to say that 2017 marks the 
demise of the DSLR, but instead 
the first year in which it’s no longer 
possible to point to a number of key 
SLR strengths—most notably, speed 
and accuracy—and say that only 
DSLRs can offer the highest level of 
performance in these areas.

It has taken a long time to get to this 
point, one in which mirrorless cameras 
can outpace their DSLR counterparts. 
Each generation of mirrorless camera 

eliminated some shortcoming of the 
technology, moving mirrorless cameras 
ever closer to feature parity with the best 
DSLR cameras on the market. Mir-
rorless cameras now surpass DSLRs in 
every meaningful area of operation.

In a 2015 survey of the state of cam-
eras for this magazine called “The 
DSLR Is Still King,” I opined, “for the 
DSLR manufacturers, there isn’t yet a 
reason to panic...,” because a camera 
like the then-new Sony a7R II “falls 
short of pro-level DSLRs (and some 
advanced enthusiast models) in some 
key ways, and most of the rest of the 
field of mirrorless cameras lags behind 
that system in terms of performance 

and power because they’re aimed at the 
lower end of the market.”

It’s two years later, and now it’s time 
for them to panic.

 
How Did We Get Here? 
In 2009, Olympus really kicked off the 
mirrorless “revolution” with the PEN 
E-P1. I put revolution in quotation 
marks because, at the time, no one 
really knew they needed or wanted to 
have a revolution in camera design. The 
E-P1 was charming—it looked like an 

The Nikon D850 is the fastest high-res  
DSLR on the market, and can be used for 
high-speed sports as easily as for portraits.
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old film camera pulled into the digital 
age—and it was certainly small, thanks 
to the elimination of the mirror, but 
it was by no means a challenge to the 
DSLR. With no viewfinder, no flash and 
a stripped-down number of features, the 
E-P1 was designed to be inconspicuous, 
but wasn’t intended to mark the start of 
a new era in photography.

In fact, the internals of the PEN E-P1 
weren’t all that new. Existing compact 
digital cameras by were already captur-
ing images without a mirror, though 
without a fixed lens and with a smaller 
sensor than the Olympus-designed 
Micro Four Thirds sensor, both of 
which were found in the E-P1. The 
smaller Micro Four Thirds sensor and 
the lack of the mirror box allowed the 
system’s lenses to be smaller and lighter 
than full-frame designs. 

To step back a bit, it’s important to 
know the purpose of the mirror, which 
is at the heart of the DSLR and which 
has been removed to make a mirrorless 
system. In a DSLR, light enters through 
the lens and is bounced via a system 
of mirrors and prisms (also called a 
“reflex”) to an optical viewfinder. The 
same lens is used for framing the sub-
ject as is used for capturing the image, 
with the mirror flipping up and out of 
the way to expose an image. 

Previous twin-lens-reflex cameras 
used a single lens-and-prism reflex to 
focus and a second lens to capture an 
image. These systems were faster and 
lighter than large-format cameras, but 
not as small or light as an SLR, so the 

new technology made them go extinct 
pretty quickly. 

The mirror in an SLR serves two func-
tions. The first is to bounce light up to 
the viewfinder and, in modern cameras, 
to bounce light to a secondary autofocus 
sensor. When the mirror is down, you 
can see through the lens and the cam-
era can focus. When the mirror goes up, 
there’s a short period of blackout in both 
viewing and in the camera’s focusing. 

Since the mirror takes up a good por-
tion of the inside of a camera, remov-
ing it allows for much smaller systems. 
It also allows for smaller lenses, because 
the distance from the back of the lens 
to the sensor (called flange distance) 
determines how big a lens must be to 
focus properly. Smaller flange distances 
(achieved by removing the mirror) mean 
smaller lenses. 

The original mirrorless cameras 
were revolutionary in terms of size and 
weight, but their diminutive designs 
required numerous compromises, 
starting with the way that images 
were composed. Without the mirror 
and viewfinder of a DSLR, photog-
raphers need to compose their images 
with the rear LCD screen or with an 
electronic viewfinder (EVF). Early 
EVFs were dreadful, with low resolu-
tion, grainy images, and a lag between 
subject movement and the display on 
the EVF. In the tradition of “you never 
have a second chance to make a first 
impression,” many would-be mirrorless 
shooters were so turned off by the EVF 
experience that they spread the word 
about the experience. 

Early mirrorless cameras lagged 
behind the DSLR in a number of 
other key areas as well. The first mir-
rorless systems were built around early 
iterations of the Olympus Micro Four 
Thirds platform, so even amateur 
DSLRs had faster focus speeds, bet-
ter image quality and better ISO per-
formance. While the advantages (in 
some situations) of having a portable, 
capable camera were undeniable, many 
people wrote off mirrorless cameras as 
being underperforming. 

The DSLR-shooting world could eas-
ily list areas in which the conventional 

technology outperformed mirrorless, 
and it would take almost a decade for 
each point to be addressed.

Better, Faster, Stronger (Smaller)
One of my coworkers came up with a 
deft analogy for the difference between 
DSLRs and mirrorless cameras: 
Think of a tollbooth as representing 
the path of light through a camera—
light enters one side and exits the other 
side. In traditional tollbooths, a barrier 
interrupts the flow of cars so that the 
toll attendant can take money from the 
driver (think of that as focusing). In a 
modern tollbooth, though, the toll is 
read by an E-ZPass tag, without the car 
needing to slow down.

The traditional tollbooth in this par-
allel represents the DSLR, while the 
E-ZPass system is analogous to mirror-
less. Both systems achieve the same result, 
but they have different tools to do so and 
different speeds. When these cashless 
systems were first installed, many toll-
booths made the cars come to a complete 
stop so that the early, slow sensors could 
read the tags. At first, E-ZPass was no 
faster than a conventional tollbooth.

As the technology improved, the 
speed limits were increased; first to 15 
mph, then 25 and now, in some areas, 
the tollbooths are being replaced with 
archways with tag sensors on them, 
allowing cars to pass through at high-
way speeds. While it took years for the 
technology to sufficiently advance to the 
point that tollbooths could be removed Canon EOS-1D X Mark II

Sony a7R III
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entirely, the result is an elimination of 
bottlenecks and improved traffic flow. 

With the limited performance of 
the original iterations of the mirrorless 
technology from Olympus, Panasonic, 
Sony and Fujifilm (plus companies no 
longer in the market, such as Samsung), 
many saw mirrorless cameras as a nice 
thing for enthusiasts to use but far short 
of what a professional would use—and 
they were right. 

Photographers, especially pros, would 
point to the key shortcomings of mirror-
less: focus speed, frame rates, operational 
speed, image quality, ISO sensitivity, 
EVF quality, startup speed and black-
out times (the period when an EVF 
goes black between capturing fames). 
DSLR shooters and the manufacturers 
rightly pointed out that no pro would 
use the new technology until it matched 
or exceeded that of a DSLR. 

And then, of course, mirrorless cam-
eras began to check off each one of these 
boxes. The APS-C-based Fujifilm X100 
(mirrorless but with a fixed lens) had 
excellent image quality. The Sony a7 
brought a full-frame sensor into play. 
Olympus ratcheted up its image qual-

ity while also ramping up AF speed and 
capture rates, and so on.

When I wrote my previous analysis 
of the DSLR and mirrorless markets, 
the Sony a7R II had just arrived. This 
camera introduced an incredibly high-
resolution sensor in a camera a frac-
tion of the size of a comparable DSLR. 
Sony’s sensor division created a new in-
house sensor using a technology called 
Backside Illumination, which allowed 
the a7R II to produce high-resolution 
images but without the high-ISO noise 
that the increase in resolution would 
normally cause.

The a7R II marked the first time a 
full-frame mirrorless system exceeded 
the resolution of a full-frame DSLR, 
and it would retain that title until the 
Nikon D850 arrived in 2017. While it 
had powerful imaging capabilities, the 
a7R II wasn’t fast. The startup time 
was terrible, focus speeds were medio-
cre (compared to top-end DSLRs), 
frame rates low, the battery life comical, 
and the buffer filled too quickly. But 
the images were the best in class, and  
the focus tracking could follow both 
faces and eyes; the camera could  

output broadcast-quality 4K video.
In October 2015, Leica entered the 

mirrorless fray with its Leica SL, a cam-
era with an understated design and a  
relatively slim form factor that could cap-
ture 11 frames per second. When Nikon 
and Canon, respectively, released their 
top-end DSLRs in 2016, their frame 
rates, too, cracked the 10-frames-per-
second mark, an impressive speed for 
DSLRs, but Leica had already reached 
that mark with a mirrorless camera.

Several months later, the Olympus 
OM-D E-M1 Mark II arrived, with a 
mechanical shutter rated at 10 fps with 
full AF, 18 fps with locked focus, an elec-
tronic shutter rated at 18 fps (AF-C), and 
a blazing 60 fps with locked focus. As 
with the Sony a7R II, the OM-D E-M1 
Mark II had chipped away at one of the 
key limitations of mirrorless cameras, 
and like the Sony camera, it fell short of 
pro DSLRs in a number of other areas. 
But the battle lines had shifted, and for 
the first time it became clear that SLR 
technology had advanced nearly as far as 

The Sony a9 is as capable a sports camera 
as anything the DSLR market has to offer.
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it could, while mirrorless systems were 
just getting started.

Those following the market pointed 
out that the small size of mirrorless sys-
tems would likely be the limiting factor 
in their development, that to add features 
and performance, mirrorless cameras, if 
only the pro ones, would need to get big-
ger. The a7R II only had room for a min-
iscule, low-capacity battery and a single 
SD slot, for example. There was no way 
Sony could both increase the perfor-
mance and address these physical limita-
tions while keeping the body the same 
size. If mirrorless systems would have 
to get larger in order to beat the perfor-
mance of DSLRs in all of the key areas, 
they would lose much of their appeal. 

Les Jeux Sont Faits 
What pundits didn’t count on was the 
speed of miniaturization (plus, the 
aggressive R&D campaign undertaken 
by Sony to compete with Nikon and 
Canon) and how that engineering 
would overcome the physical limitations 
of the small camera body. When the 
Sony a9 arrived in April 2017, breaking 
past the performance of pro DSLRs in a 
body that was only marginally larger in 
size compared to the a7R II, it became 
clear that mirrorless cameras wouldn’t 
necessarily have to grow in size to 
radically increase performance.

In fact, medium-format mirrorless 
cameras from Hasselblad and Fujifilm 
arrived, both of them in packages much 
smaller than any traditional medium-
format camera. The Fujifilm GFX 50S 
(which I reviewed in the July/August 
2017 issue) packs a sensor much larger 
than full-frame into an SLR-style body, 

with surprisingly fast performance.
As mirrorless systems evolved, each of 

the limitations fell away. EVFs got bet-
ter, AF improved radically, resolution 
increased, ISO performance skyrock-
eted and so on. The last remaining argu-
ment in the battle between mirrorless 
and DSLR was that full-frame mirror-
less cameras are too slow to be used for 
something like sports or newsgathering. 

The Sony a9 was clearly designed to 
counter this argument; it’s as if the engi-
neers picked up the top-end DSLRs and 
said, “Let’s beat this in every specifica-
tion, and keep the body about the same 
size.” The Sony a9 is only marginally 
larger than its a7 predecessors, but out-
paces pro DSLRs at every step. 

The camera can capture at 20 fps with 
full autofocus and auto exposure (while 
DSLRs at their fastest shoot with focus 
locked on the first frame) and uses an 
electronic shutter for silent operation. 
There’s no blackout between frames, 
which means there’s no period where the 
image in the EVF goes black while the 
camera focuses. It also has Sony’s in-body 
5-Axis stabilization for reduced vibration 
effects—the pro DSLRs only offer in-
lens stabilization on certain lens models. 

With 693 phase-detect points across 
93 percent of the frame, the AF system 
in the a9 vastly exceeds that in top-end 
DSLRs, which have around 200 points 
covering much less of the frame. The a9 
can perform eye-detect focus with each 
frame (even at 20 fps) and sports dual 
SD slots, with a higher-capacity battery 
that’s finally on par with a pro DSLR. 

That would likely have been enough 
to shift the balance of power in the mar-
ket, but a few more skirmishes erupted in 

Nikon D850
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time for the PhotoPlus Expo trade show. 
First, Nikon released the Nikon D850, a 
superb camera that’s the best DSLR to 
arrive in years and one of the best cameras 
Nikon has ever built. It has a 45.7-mega-
pixel sensor and can capture 7 fps unless 
it’s connected to the external battery pack, 
at which point it can capture 9 fps. It has a 
silent shooting mode and can capture 4K 
video, albeit with manual focus. 

A month later, the morning before 
PhotoPlus Expo, Sony announced 
the a7R III, which features the same 

42-megapixel sensor of the a7R II with, 
essentially, all the other features pulled 
from the a9. The specs read as if, once 
again, Sony’s engineers took a Nikon 
camera and tried to exceed it. The a7R 
III captures at 10 fps, has three times 
as many AF points, has a one-stop bet-
ter ISO performance, better 4K video 
specs and so on.

We now have full-frame mirrorless 
cameras outpacing the performance of 
pro DSLRs, Micro Four Thirds cameras 
doubling the speed of pro DSLRs and 
grabbing 6K video stills, and medium-
format mirrorless cameras that fit into 
the size of SLR bodies. 

The Aftermath
SLRs have physical limitations due to 
the mechanical parts, and, after decades 
of evolution, there are only marginal 
gains to be had there. None of this is 
to say that the DSLR is dead—it’s not, 
and not by a long shot—nor is it to say 
Nikon and Canon are going to suddenly 
vanish from the camera market. Today’s 
DSLRs are tremendously powerful. 

I’d even say they’re the best cameras 
that have existed in the history of 
photography. A DSLR won’t suddenly 
become obsolete just because a new 
mirrorless camera comes out. 

It also doesn’t mean that Nikon and 
Canon won’t get into the mirrorless 
market, which would certainly shake 
things up, and occasional comments 
from Japanese executives for both com-
panies hint at expansion into mirrorless. 

Every day that goes by, though, fur-
thers the advances by the key players in 
the mirrorless space, which means that 
any system from Nikon and Canon has 
to be that much more advanced in order 
to compete. The next few years will 
determine the outcome of the mirrorless 
and DSLR conflagration. However it 
shakes out, photographers can only ben-
efit from the increased competition and 
associated innovations that the battle for 
dominance creates. DPPSony a9

Sensitive, fast and beautiful—images from 
both DSLR and mirrorless camera systems  
are spectacular.



For sports and travel photographer Paul 

Morrison, the ability to capture stunning 

images with the smallest camera system 

possible is a big advantage. “For sports 

and for travel,” he says of the Olympus 

OM-D system, “the size and weight are very 

appealing.” And, just as importantly, “I found 

right away that the images were just as 

good—maybe even better—than competitive 

systems. I can print up to 30x40 inches with 

excellent results.

“Olympus has been particularly progressive 

with its technology,” Morrison observes. In 

addition to the reduced size and weight of 

OM-D system cameras and lenses, he points 

to features like Olympus’ in-body 5-Axis 

Image Stabilization, which compensates for 

all types of camera motion to provide up to 

5.5 stops of correction. Because this system 

is built into the camera, it’s always available, 

no matter which lens Morrison chooses, and 

when he shoots with image-stabilized Olympus 

M.ZUIKO 12-100mm F4.0 IS PRO and 300mm 

F4.0 IS PRO lenses, the stabilization in the 

body and lenses work together to provide up to 

6.5 stops of compensation. 

For his professional ski photography, 

Morrison had previously relied on a heavier, 

larger DSLR, primarily for its speed and 

autofocus performance. With the new OM-D 

E-M1 Mark II’s Dual F.A.S.T. (Frequency 

Acceleration Sensor Technology) AF system, 

now he has options that surpass DSLR 

systems. The camera’s AF system features 

121 cross-type AF points, providing on-chip 

phase-detection AF in addition to contrast-

detection AF. This, together with the camera’s 

advanced silent electronic shutter, enables the 

OM-D E-M1 Mark II to capture up to 18 RAW 

frames per second—with continuous tracking 

autofocus—at the camera’s full resolution. 

With focus locked, the camera can capture an 

astonishing 60 fps.

Another aspect of the Olympus OM-D system 

that has impressed Morrison is its “excellent 

optical quality in a smaller size.” The M.ZUIKO 

PRO line includes nine lenses plus a 1.4x 

teleconverter that, with the system’s Micro 

Four Thirds sensor, provides 35mm-equivalent 

focal-length options from an ultra-wide 14mm 

to 840mm super-telephoto (with teleconverter), 

and everything in between. Noting it’s an ideal 

choice for sports and travel photography, 

Morrison has shot extensively with the M.ZUIKO 

ED 12-40mm F2.8 PRO, which gives him the 

equivalent of a 24-80mm in his old DSLR 

system, but at less than half the weight of a 

typical DSLR lens of that range.

For Morrison, a camera system that’s 

considerably lighter and easier to carry without 

compromising performance and image quality 

is the Olympus advantage.

Hear more from other photographers who 

have made the switch to the Olympus OM-D 

system at getolympus.com/neverlookback.

Going Farther,  
Getting Lighter
When you make your living  

shooting sports and travel  

assignments, you need a camera 

that’s light, fast, accurate and  

creates the high-quality images 

your clients demand 
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Olympus OM-D E-M5 Mark II, Olympus M.ZUIKO Digital ED 12-40mm F/2.8 PRO, 40mm, 1/100 sec., ƒ/2.8, ISO 400
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DPP: Why the title KAOS for your new book?
Albert Watson: The first book I did was 
Cyclops. I’ve always liked these Greek 
words, and I try to squeeze them in 
whenever I can. Being blind in one eye, 
Cyclops fitted me perfectly. Also, you 
have one lens, and you don’t use two 
eyes to look through a viewfinder. As 
for KAOS, many years ago there was a 
creative director who said, “I love your 
work; it’s so chaotic.” He meant it as a 
compliment. That stuck in my mind.  

One of the impressive things about 
Cyclops and now KAOS is how you juxta-
pose dramatically different images, yet 
the layouts make complete sense out of 
the potential for chaos caused by mixing 
so many photographic genres.

The publishers of Cyclops were very 
concerned that people would not under-
stand a book that had an image from 
Louisiana State Penitentiary, then a few 
pages later Jack Nicholson sitting in 
the snow, then a nude of Kate Moss in  
Marrakesh, then Tutankhamun’s glove. 
At the time, I argued, “Nowadays 
people will understand it. Do you have 

any trouble when you go home and put 
on the television, and it’s the six o’clock 
news and you hit the remote and it’s 
John Wayne in an old movie, then you 
click it again and it’s a baseball game? 
People don’t have trouble with that any-
more.” They said, “But people have to 
find out who you are,” and I responded, 
“But that’s who I am.” I’m in the Cairo 
Museum basically photographing gloves, 
socks and other Tutankhamun artifacts, 
then I’m flying to Paris for a French Vogue 
cover plus couture pictures. That’s what 
I am and what I do.” People did have a 
hard time in the beginning, because they 

Pulling beauty out of KAOS
By Mark Edward Harris >> Photography By Albert Watson

ver the past four and a half decades, New York-based Scotland native 
Albert Watson has created close to 100 Vogue covers, dozens of commercials 
and music videos, and advertising campaigns for companies including 

Prada, Revlon and Chanel. At the same time, he has pursued personal projects from 
Las Vegas to Cairo. Among Watson’s long list of accolades is the Order of the British 
Empire, awarded to him in 2015 by Queen Elizabeth II for his lifetime contribution to 
the art of photography. Watson is also a photographer’s photographer, a visual superhero 
who can cross photographic genres in a single bound. His latest book, KAOS (Taschen), 
doesn’t shy away from being genre-neutral. Celebrity portraits mingle with breathtaking 
landscapes, sensual nudes, fashion images and still-lifes. The common threads are strong 
design elements meticulously crafted with a singular vision. 

Albert 
  Watson
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Ziyi Zhang, Los Angeles, 2005



could never pinpoint me. I said, “In the 
end, it all looks like me because it is me.” 
I was a graphic designer for four years 
and three years at film school. My work 
is basically graphic or filmic, or a combi-
nation of the two. 

In both Cyclops and KAOS, you’ve made 
effective use of the written word. 

Some images needed words. If you 
have a photo on a page with no type, 
the image has to stand on its own. If 
you turn the page and there’s an old 
glove, then the reaction might just be, 
“Oh, here’s a picture of an old glove.” 
Irving Penn did photographs of an old 
glove. It was textural. But the point 
of my old glove shot was not that it was 
textural, but that it was Tutankhamun’s 
glove. Therefore, when you look at 
that picture, you need that informa-
tion. So on the page it was important 
that you saw it was “his” glove. These 
things are conceptual pieces; they’re 
not about how good the photograph 
is. You don’t look at it and say, “That’s 
a great photo of a glove!” It’s not 
about that. 

How were you able to get access to 
such a priceless artifact?

It took two and a half years. I eventu-
ally got a U.S. senator to write a letter 
that eventually got me into the Cairo 
Museum. The people at the museum 
gave us a date, I showed up, and every-
body said, “Who are you?” Eventu-
ally, I got through to Dr. Zahi Hawass, 
a famous archaeologist who at the 
time was Egypt’s Minister of State for  
Antiquities Affairs. He said, “Oh, yes. 
Someone mentioned that. I come back 
to Cairo next Monday.” So we hung out 
in Egypt for a week. We went down to 
Luxor, then came back up to Cairo and 
did that project.

So much more goes into the making of 
a photograph than many people realize. 
How did you light the glove?

I wasn’t allowed to use flash, so 

Kate Moss, Marrakech, 1993;  
Christy Turlington, Luxor, Egypt, 1987
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Naley, New York City, 2016

I used the modeling lights on my  
Profoto strobes to light it. The glove 
was put on a sheet of clear acrylic I 
brought, then a foot under that I had 
white Plexiglas. By separating it, I was 
able to have the white background 
without the shadows. I had two heads 
under the white Plexi. This shot was 
meant to be conceptual. This was 
Tutankhamun’s glove. It’s part of a 
project on objects that I’ve been doing 
for 30-odd years. Elvis’ gold lamé suit 
and Neil Armstrong’s lunar suit are 
other examples. 

Where do your concepts come from?
I was trained as a graphic designer. 

We were always taught to think about 
stuff. I find that’s one of the things lack-
ing in photography schools. They are 
not doing enough training or prepara-
tion for the shooting. These days prepa-
ration for a photographer is: “I have my 
cameras. My lenses are clean. I have 
my batteries. I checked the strobes. I’m 
going to get to the place early to check 
the electricity.” There’s no point arriv-
ing at a place five minutes before the 
shoot. You plug in your lights and do 
two flashes with someone in front of 
you, and you blow a fuse. That prepa-
ration is important, but for me, at best, 
it’s 50 percent, and it should be a given. 
What’s not a given is preparation for 
who and what you’re shooting and 
what your plan is.

When you were trained in graphic 
design, they didn’t want to know what 
color you were going to use for the type 
or what was the background of your 
book cover you were designing and 
how pretty it was going to look. The 
question was really, “What’s the con-
cept?” So we were forced into thinking 
about what was the idea behind some-
thing. That later helped me with prep-
aration. You’re photographing Dennis 
Hopper; you have to know who he is. 
Now it’s so easy for photographers to 

do it. You look at Wikipedia and you 
have at least a rough idea. Back in 
those days, you had to go to a library 
and find the information. Now you hit 
a button and find out everything. But 
people don’t. Of course, you’re think-
ing spontaneously, but there should 
always be a plan. 

What shoot might serve as an example?
I went in to photograph Steve Jobs. I 

knew when and how he got his start. I 
had him from 9 o’clock until 10 o’clock. 
I had a spiel how I was going to speak 
to him, but the PR person came at five 
to nine and said, “Hi, Mr. Watson, are 
you ready?” I said, “Yes, I’m ready.” 

He said, “Mr. Jobs is on his way down. 
I don’t want to upset you, but Steve 
hates photographers.” I said, “Well, 
there’s nothing I can do about that. 
I’m here. I’m ready.” I’m prepared, 
prepared, prepared. But, interestingly 
enough, that one line from that guy 
prompted something in my brain, so 
when Steve walked in the door, I had 
a little something extra prepared. He 
said, “Hello. How are you?” Quite 
cold. I said, “Actually, Mr. Jobs, I have 
some good news for you. I only need 
you for half an hour.” He tapped me 
with both hands on my shoulders and 
said, “Ah, that’s so great. I’m so busy.” 
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Then, he looked over at my camera 
and said, “Oh, my god, you’re still 
shooting film.” I had a 4x5 with gaffers 
tape holding it together. He went over 
and looked at it like it was a dinosaur. 
He asked, “Why are you still shooting 
film?” I said, “Because I don’t think 
digital is quite there yet.” He pointed at 
me and said, “I agree with you. But we 
will get there.” Then he went in front 
of the camera, “What do you want me 
to do?” So I went into my spiel that 
I had prepared, “Imagine that you’re 
across the table from a lot of people 
who disagree with you, but you know 
you’re right.” He smiled and laughed. 
“I do that every day.” I got him out in 
30 minutes. He picked up a Polaroid 
and asked if he could have it. I said, 
“Sure.” He said, “This is probably the 
best picture ever taken of me.” He had 
that slight confident “you won’t forget 
me” smile. I found out after he had 
passed away that he kept that image 
on his desk.

When do you make the decision to  
photograph something in black-and-white 
versus color?

Edward Weston said that he liked 
black-and-white because it was surreal. 
In other words, we see in color, not in 
black-and-white. It removes you from 
reality. Of course, as time went on, 
color photography came into its own, 
and you had great photographers like  
William Eggleston, who forced you 
to look at color photography as an art 
form. As far as deciding, it’s quite hard. 
But back in the day on a lot of shootings, 
if I felt there was a possibility for black-
and-white, then I might shoot four rolls 
of color and one roll of black-and-white 
because that’s what you did. It was not 
easy to convert back then. Nowadays 
with a computer, it’s very easy. 

How are you printing your exhibi-
tion work?

I’ve always loved printing. I thought 

it was magic to make your own prints. 
I still do. I was in the darkroom right 
from the beginning. I was working in 
the bathroom, and I used to wash the 
prints in the bath. The enlarger was 
on the toilet seat, and I had a wooden 
board that went across the bathtub. 
I cut a hole in the board so I would 
develop, stop bath and fix the prints, 
then feed them through the slat in the 
piece of wood into the bath, where I 
had the running water. Then I had a 
flatbed print dryer. We have always 
printed in-house, these days mostly 
with an HP Z3200 printer, which 
they don’t make anymore. We print on 
Hahnemühle heavyweight matte and 
a lithographic paper. 

I did a series not that long ago where 
we made 20x24-inch negatives on an 

HP printer. They were fantastic quality. 
Look at the print of the back of Mike 
Tyson’s head. It was from a Hasselblad 
negative that we made a contact nega-
tive from. You go close to it and can see 
it’s razorblade-sharp. All you’re doing is 
digitizing the film, making it a negative 
in the computer, then printing it on a 
translucent paper. We then contact-print 
using a nice big piece of glass onto an 
Ilford silver-gelatin paper. The beauty of 
making a new negative is, you can make 
everything perfect in the computer. You 
don’t want to do a lot of dodging and 
burning in the darkroom, especially 
since you have to be on top of a ladder, 
the negative is so big. Sometimes the 
enlarger light is not 100 percent even, 
maybe there’s some fall-off, so you have 
to do some adjusting. 

LEFT: Sade, London, 1992. RIGHT: Mike Tyson, 
Catskills, New York, 1986
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How was your image of Sade done? That 
image might serve as a good example of 
how you so skillfully work with light both 
in the darkroom and on the set. 

It was done with just a small light. 
I prefer to light something and then 
control the light by removing the light 
rather than adding light. I control it 
with flagging and different devices, 
gobos, things like that. I developed that 
from years of shooting, shooting, shoot-
ing. Sade was sprayed gold, but you have 
to be careful with that. If you shoot it in 
color it can look nasty. It was done for 
the metallic effect. I always knew it was 
going to be a black-and-white shot with 
the color tone put back in.

You’ve said in the past that photograph-
ing Alfred Hitchcock was a major turning 
point in your career.

I was in a studio on Crescent Heights 
and Santa Monica Boulevard in Los 
Angeles. The phone rang one day in 
1973, and it was Bea Feitler. She and 
Ruth Ansel worked together as co-art 
directors at Harper’s Bazaar. Bea called 
me and said, “I heard you’re a good 
young photographer. I would like you 
to photograph someone famous next 
Tuesday. Are you available?” I said, 
“Yes, thank you. I can do it. Who is 
it?” She said, “I can’t tell you today; I’ll 
tell you tomorrow.” This was the week 
before on a Wednesday. At the begin-

Steve Jobs, Cupertino, California, 2006

ning of my career, I was often shoot-
ing hospital supplies, not celebrities. 
Bedpans are not easy to do because of 
the reflections. 

They called back the next day, and 
said they would like me to photograph 
Alfred Hitchcock for the Christmas 
issue. “He’s giving the recipe on how 
to cook a goose to the magazine. We 
would like him holding a platter with 
a cooked goose on it.” I said, “That’s 
great, that’s wonderful.” I was very 
excited. I called them back about an 
hour later and asked, “Is there any 
chance as well as the plate that I could 
do a shot of him holding a plucked 
goose because it seems a bit more 
Hitchcockian?” They said, “But we 
really want the plate....” I said, “I could 
shoot that as well.” They responded, 
“Why don’t you like the plate?” I 
said, “Because he always wears that 
bow tie, and I don’t want him looking 
like a maître d’,”—which he wouldn’t 
have; it was Hitchcock. They called 
back the next day and said, “You 
don’t have to do the plate, just do the 
plucked goose.” I offered to them that 
I could put some Christmas decora-
tions around the goose’s neck to make 
it look a little more festive. And they 
said, “That’s great.”

Was Hitchcock actually a chef?
He was a gourmet chef. He loved 

cooking. The magazine gave the story 
the title, “Alfred Hitchcock Cooks His 
Own Goose.” I lit him with a light in 
an umbrella, then two lights for the 
background. It was in his office in  
Universal Studios. He helped me a 
lot. At one point while he was throt-
tling the goose, he pretended to cry. 
For another shot, he’s holding it out to 
the side, acting like, “I can’t believe I 
did this.” I never had to direct him. My 
contribution was that I got him to hold 
the plucked goose. He just ran with 
that. He was a bit of a ham and enjoyed 



doing it. After the shooting, he said, 
“You look like you could do with a nice 
cup of tea.” So he ordered tea, and we 
sat in his office and had tea and short-
bread biscuits. I was a bit nervous, and 
I think he picked that up and helped 
me out. When you get something like 
that, it gives you a lot of confidence. 

And once you had that image in your 
portfolio, it opened up a lot of doors.

Exactly. It was such a strong image and 
it was Hitchcock. He was the first celeb-
rity I photographed. Soon after that, The 
Los Angeles Times had me photograph the 
French singer Françoise Hardy while she 
was in L.A. After that, I started doing a 
lot of celebrities. 

All while continuing to do a variety of 
work in other genres of photography, 
including recently capturing the incredi-
ble natural beauty of your native Scotland. 

“Are you a fashion photographer?” 
“Are you a ‘this’ photographer, a ‘that’ 
photographer?” In the end, I’m a pho-
tographer. 

The Scottish landscapes are all digi-
tal. I switched over to digital around 
2008 or 2009, which was quite late. For 
my Ullinish Point on the Isle of Skye 
shot, I took an 80mm lens, the standard 
Hasselblad lens, and took the picture. 
Then I went to a telephoto and shot 
several pictures of the same scene but 
much closer. The standard lens gave 
me a vision of the shot that we used as 
a master to reassemble, with overlaps, 
so we were dealing with about 250, 260 
megapixels. I did another landscape 
with a 4x5 with a Phase One back on 
it. For the exhibition at the Taschen  
Gallery, we included several 42x56-
inch prints of the Scottish landscapes 
on a heavyweight Hahnemühle matte 
paper. You can walk right up to them 
and feel like you’re there. DPP

To see more of Albert Watson’s photography 
visit his website at albertwatson.net

Breaunna in Cat Mask, Las Vegas Hilton, 2001; 
Alfred Hitchcock, Los Angeles, 1973
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Equipment Hands-On Review: Promise Delivered

With the Sony a7R III, the promise of a mirrorless camera that outperforms 
DSLRs in every key area has arrived    Text & Photography by David Schloss

By the time the original full-frame Sony a7 
arrived in 2013, the mirrorless revolution 
was well underway, and mirrorless 
cameras were already starting to really 
show the potential of the technology. 
While mirrorless cameras were rapidly 
improving, they weren’t used by a large 
number of pros because the systems fell 
short in comparison to DSLRs in some 
key areas. (See “Mirrorless Vs. DSLR” 
in this issue for more on the evolution 
of mirrorless cameras.)

The Sony a7 was the first body to 
put a full-frame sensor into a small 
mirrorless frame, an engineering 
feat that was key in the evolution of 
the category because it showed that 

professionals and their need for high-
resolution images with good dynamic 
range and ISO sensitivity were being 
actively targeted in the design of mir-
rorless cameras. 

As nice as the a7 was, it was very 
limited, performance-wise. I remem-
ber testing the camera and being both 
delighted and frustrated by it. Images 
looked superb, but the AF system was 
prone to jumping off the subject, and 
the lack of a practical focus selection 
tool made it difficult to focus on sub-
jects. I have a lot of great shots of my 
young son from those days, made pos-
sible by having a lightweight camera 
to always have on hand. But for every 

great shot, there was at least one out-
of-focus shot.

The arrival of the Sony a7R and the 
Sony a7S split the product line into a 
trio of cameras, with the main model a 
general-purpose camera, a mix of reso-
lution, speed and sensitivity. Sony also 
produced an “R” model, with a high-
resolution sensor, while the “S” model 
served the customers looking for higher 
sensitivity and video. 

With the Sony a9, it looked like the 
company would break from this tradi-
tion (see our full review of the Sony a9 

The Sony a7R III operates as fast as top-end 
pro DSLRs of just a few years ago.
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at digitalphotopro.com/reviews/hands-
on-full-sony-a9-review), with the a9 
being the new a7. In addition to a new 
sensor, the Sony a9 has a number of 
improvements over the a7 line, includ-
ing a better battery, dual SD slots, 
faster AF and faster processing. 

I had expected to see a Sony a9R 
arrive this fall, because it felt unlikely 
that Sony would create a new a7 cam-
era but leave out the better focus, 
processing, battery life and the other 
improvements of the a9. Instead (show-
ing that you can never really predict 
what a company is going to do, even 
after decades in this business), Sony 
released the a7R III, which has the 
same sensor as the Sony a7R II but all 
of the improvements found in the a9. 

Regardless of what I think about the 
naming (I think it’s confusing, but what-
ever), the Sony a7R III has a combina-
tion of image quality and performance 
that sets it apart not only from other 
Sony mirrorless cameras, but also from 
any high-resolution DSLR and within 
spitting distance of any pro DSLR on 
the market. 

Overhaul
At the heart of the Sony a7R III is the 
same 42-megapixel sensor as the Sony 
a7R II, but improvements in processing 
allow the camera to pull an additional 
stop of dynamic range from the sensor, 
and those files now can be saved as 
14-bit RAW files. 

The camera can capture up to 10 
fps with full exposure and autofocus 
(and 8 fps without blackout in the 
viewfinder). That full AF and AE 
capture is important, as most DSLRs 
with high frame rates pick the focus 
and exposure on the first frame. The 
newly announced Nikon D850 (at 46 
megapixels), for instance, captures 7 
fps with AF and 9 fps with AF when 
using the additional battery grip, 
while the Sony a7R III does 10 fps 
without needing an additional grip. A 
grip is available, but it’s not needed for 
the highest frame rates. 

The Sony a7R III features both a 
mechanical and an electronic shutter, 

and both shutter modes are capable of 
the 10 fps rate. The mechanical shutter 
has been overhauled, and is both quieter 
and vibrates less. The shutter is so dif-
ferent between the a7R II and the a7R 
III that when I first used the a7R III, I 
thought there was something wrong 
with my shutter—it just didn’t sound 
right being so quiet. 

At its press briefing, Sony explained 
that by taking the existing a7R II sen-
sor and replacing the other internal 
components, it created a camera that 
has the same image quality as the a7R 
II but virtually every other system has 
been improved. Focus is faster (Sony 
says up to 30 percent faster for things 
like eye detection), thanks to an over-
haul of the AF system. The Sony a7R 
II and Sony a7R III have the same 
number of phase detection points 
(399), but the a7R III has 425 CDAF 
(contrast detect) points, instead of the 
25, and that coverage reaches nearly 
across the full sensor. 

The camera has a better image-stabi-
lization rating, with the a7R III having 
a claimed 5.5 stops of stabilization—
even more impressive when compared 
to competing DSLRs, which don’t cur-
rently offer in-body stabilization, requir-
ing use of a selected number of lenses for 
image stabilization. 

The camera also has a “pixel shift” 
function that allows Sony a7R III 
shooters to capture images with much 
higher color fidelity and resulting per-
ceived resolution than a single-shot 
image. Because digital cameras evalu-
ate color using a Bayer pattern (or 
other) filter on the sensor that breaks 
each pixel into red-, green- or blue-
sensitive pixels, there’s a lot of guess-
ing performed in-camera when it 
comes to creating a complete image, 
and that can lead to inaccurate colors 
and image artifacts, particularly at the 
edges between colors. 

Imagine a red leaf against a blue 
sky. Each pixel on the sensor can only 
record red, green or blue, and uses 
the values of the surrounding pixels 
to guess its color. On the fine edge of 
a leaf, this guessing can lead to some 

blurring because it’s less likely the 
guessed value is precisely accurate. 
This is less of a problem where the col-
ors being sampled are continuous—in 
the middle of the red leaf, for exam-
ple—but more of an issue where the 
colors contrast. If the camera thinks 
a pixel should be red like the leaf, but 
it’s actually the blue of the sky, the area 
would look incorrect. 

By shifting the sensor, the camera is 
able to capture multiple exposures, with 
a red, green and blue reading at each 
pixel value. Not only are colors more 
accurate, but also an image taken with 
pixel shift will appear higher resolution 
because there’s no guessing as to the 
color of each pixel. 

The drawbacks for pixel-shift 
images are twofold. The first prob-
lem is that this technique is only good 
for still images—the camera requires 
at a minimum a fraction of a second 
between each shift to allow vibration 
to stop, and that makes it impossible to 
use with moving subjects. The second 
issue is that (as of this writing) only 
Sony’s software can handle pixel shift’s 
stitching, and that software isn’t very 
good. Still, for the landscape and archi-
tecture photographer, pixel shift on the 
a7R III is going to make the camera a 
no-brainer. 

The a7R III picked up a number of 
physical improvements, as well. The 
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camera now uses the same Z-class 
battery of the Sony a9, with hundreds 
of additional shots per battery more 
than the (oft-maligned) a7 battery. 
The camera now has dual SD slots, 
one for UHS-I and one for the faster 
UHS-II. 

The improved Quad-VGA OLED 
LCD screen (the same as the a9 uses) 
now can be used for touch focus, and 
the aforementioned focus selector joy-

stick makes focusing much, much 
easier than on the a7 series. There’s 
also a USB-C connector (in addition 
to MicroUSB), which improves con-
nectivity with computers like the Mac-
Book Pro, and images can be trans-
ferred to an FTP server via a WiFi 
add-on. (The built-in WiFi can be used 
to transfer images to a mobile device or 
desktop using Play Memories.) 

These physical changes might seem 

small, but taken together they’re a 
huge improvement from the a7-series 
cameras. For photographers, especially 
those like wedding/event and news 
photographers, these small changes are 
worth the price of upgrading because 
they extend the life of the camera and 
simplify capturing images. 

One of my favorite ways to shoot with 
any camera is to use the focus point reg-
istration (enabled in the custom menu) 
to select a medium or small flexible spot 
region that can be enabled when press-
ing a custom button and then switch to 
wide-area AF. To understand the power 
of this, think of a wedding, where a 
photographer needs to both focus on 
the faces of the bridal party but also be 
able to ensure sharp focus on the bride 
or groom, even in a crowd of people. 

With the focus point technique, I 
select a point somewhere composition-
ally pleasing—the upper-right corner of 
the frame, for example, if the bride and 
groom will be entering from the right—
and then set my camera on a wide area 
with face detection on. I’ll capture in-
focus faces of the bridal party, but when 
I want to isolate just the face of the bride, 
even if she’s farther away than other faces, 
I’ll toggle the registered AF point, plant it 
on her and let the Eye AF nail the focus. 
When I want to jump back to wide-area 
AF, I simply let go of the button I’ve set 
for AF Toggle and keep shooting. 

Video Workflow
The Sony a7R III doesn’t just offer 
improved still shooting but has 
ratcheted up the video capabilities, 
as well. This is great news, as the 
Sony a9 backed away from Sony’s 
model of putting best-in-class video 
into its bodies in favor of better still 
performance. The Sony a7R III can 
shoot full-sensor-width 4K video 
without any pixel binning (as could 
other Sony cameras) and now can 
capture in Hybrid Log Gamma (HLG) 
for HDR video, created in-camera, 
and it can capture footage in S-Log3. 
HLG files are stored in BT.2020, and 
it’s possible to use S-Log2 to maintain 
consistent workflow with older devices. 

Testing the Sony a7R III from a hot-air balloon over Sedona, Arizona.
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The a7R III can create time code 
(hh:mm:ss:ff) for multi-cam editing, 
and since the a7R III has the same 
S-Log3 and HLG settings as Sony’s 
new camcorders, all the devices can be 
used in a consistent workflow. With the 
ability to capture both proxy and high-
res movies, it’s easy to insert a7R III files 
into the editing workflow and then sub-
stitute the high-res 4K when rendering. 

Internally, the a7R III can capture 
up to 30 fps, and at Full HD up to 120 
fps, and the 100 Mbps XAVC S format 
allows for internal MP4 files to be created 
at 4:2:0 sampling. An external recorder 
connected to the a7R III HDMI port 
can record at 4:2:2. The camera can also 
grab 8-megapixel stills from a 4K movie 
file during shooting. 

The Zebra function has been improved, 
for better exposure monitoring, with con-
figurable video signal targets. 

A Powerful Package
The Sony a7R III, like the recently 
introduced Nikon D850, represents a 
watershed moment in camera design, one 
in which it’s possible to have both high-
resolution image capture and high-speed 
performance. Previously, photographers 
needed to pick high resolution or high 
speed, but no more. With frame rates in 
the double digits, the a7R III can keep 
up with all but the most demanding 
sports shooting. Shooting compressed 
RAW, the camera can capture 87 shots 
before the buffer fills, 28 shots using 
uncompressed RAW. (The dynamic 
range drops from 15 to 12 stops when 
shooting compressed RAW, so leave that 
set to uncompressed, unless you’ve got a 
need for the biggest possible buffer.)

For most photographers, the a7R III 
will be a better choice than the a9. The 
Sony a9 certainly has speed on its side, 
but most people don’t need a 20 fps cam-
era. For them, the Sony a7R III is poten-
tially the better deal. 

I’ve shot with the Sony a7R III for 
hundreds of hours, and it’s barely missed 
a beat. I liked the images from the a7R 
II, and I liked the focus speed and user 
experience elements (most notably, the 
joystick) of the a9. The a7R III combines 

them both into one camera. 
There’s a phenomenon that happens 

when reviewing products, which is that 
only the downsides stick out. An un-
memorable shoot is one in which the 
gear performed as expected. There are 
few cameras that pass what I call the “I 
didn’t really notice it” test, where the gear 
becomes transparent and the images 
take the foreground. The Sony a7R III is 

one of those cameras, mostly. With years 
of Sony cameras as a guide, I’m now 
as comfortable with Sony as I am with 
Nikon and Canon, so shooting just hap-
pens. I know how I like the camera set 
up, I know how I like to customize the 
interface, and once I do, the camera is as 
trustworthy as any other pro system. 

That means that I’m no longer bang-
ing up against the barrier of a quickly 

Pixel-shift gives the a7R III the ability to capture images with  
unprecedented color accuracy and resolution.
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filling buffer, no longer missing shots 
because of slow AF speeds, and no lon-
ger running out of batteries in the mid-
dle of a shoot. Removing these negatives 
from the workflow is as powerful as 
making a whole new system. 

It also means that the a7R III is nail-
ing focus over and over again. Most 
of the images I reviewed that weren’t 
my selects were discarded because of 
my careless composition, not because 
of AF accuracy. Shooting the camera 
with human subjects and landscapes, 
I found almost no instances where the 
AF didn’t lock quickly and accurately. 
Eye AF is so powerful now (as it is with 
the a9) that I wonder why this isn’t the 
default for face-detect focus—the cam-
era should try to lock on an eye and fall 
back to face detection if it fails to lock. 

The Sony a7R III can be intimidat-
ing to shooters of other platforms, how-
ever, especially DSLR users. Shifting 
from a world of “back button focus” to 
Sony’s “let the camera decide” is hard 

to overcome, and it was harder without 
a joystick enabling more “traditional” 
focusing. As nice as the a7R II was, it 
often would confound new users, espe-
cially those looking to manually control 
a small focus point. The joystick and the 
improved AF will remove those issues. 

There are still some pain points in 
the a7R III, most notably in the byz-
antine menu system. While Sony has 
cleaned up the menu, there are still 
dozens of pages of options, with very 
little indication of what they do, even 
if they have big implications. On one 
test shoot of mountain bikers in the 
Sedona desert, I had planned to use a 
Profoto strobe with a remote trigger to 
provide fill light and balance sunlight, 
but couldn’t get it to fire. Sony’s rep on 
the shoot couldn’t get it to fire, either, 
so I gave up on my planned technique. 

It turns out that the a7R III has 
moved the Wireless Flash setting from 
the Flash menu to its own menu, and 
that’s disabled by default. I’m not even 

sure why there’s a wireless flash on/
off setting in the first place, since I can 
disable flash in the regular flash menu. 
Why I would want to mount a remote 
wireless trigger and have it not work is 
beyond me, why it’s set to off by default 
is confusing, and why it moved to a new 
menu setting is a mystery. 

If you used the Sony a7R II, or any of 
the a-series cameras, for that matter, the 
Sony a7R III will be familiar but all-
around faster and better. If you’re com-
ing from a DSLR, there will be a bit of 
a learning curve, but a much smaller 
one now that the platform has matured. 

There’s really very little wrong 
with the Sony a7R III. It performs 
well, focuses instantly and creates 
beautiful images. It’s an a7R II that’s 
been made faster in all aspects, and is 
now a good fit for nearly every photo-
graphic style. DPP

In-body stabilization allowed for handholding 
shots, even in a fast-moving helicopter.
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Most professional photographers steer away 
from zoom lenses with focal lengths 
that extend across several more than 
two focal-length ranges, due to 
concerns over image quality. You’ll see 
pros using zooms that are ultra-wide-
angle on one end and wide-angle on 
the other (something like a 14-24mm), 
wide-angle to standard (24-70mm), 
telephoto to super-telephoto (100-
400mm) and so on, but a lens that 
goes from wide-angle to telephoto is 
less common. 

Because it’s difficult to maintain 
excellent optical quality across such 
a wide range of focal lengths, these 

lenses tend to underperform at just 
about every focal length. These super-
zooms are often designed to be budget-
friendly options for the enthusiast. At 
the most, you’ll see pro photographers 
turning to these lenses if they’re travel-
ing with some sort of constraint on the 
gear they can bring to a shoot. 

That makes the Sony FE 24-105mm 
F4 G OSS one of those nice gems of a 
lens, a zoom with a range of composi-
tion options that doesn’t underperform 
at any range and that can be used in 
a variety of shooting situations. Sony’s 
G Master 24-70mm would be a better 
choice for demanding photographic 

work that didn’t need the extra 35mm 
of reach provided by the 105mm, but 
the 24-105mm F4 G OSS is a great 
choice, especially when shooting sub-
jects that don’t need the extra stop of 
light gathering provided by the ƒ/2.8 
setting on the 24-70mm lens. 

Built-in optical stabilization in the 
24-105mm makes it particularly suited 
for shots from (or of) moving subjects, 
like my test shots in a helicopter with 
the doors off and in a hot-air balloon 
during our test of the Sony a7R III  
in Sedona, Arizona. In fact, I shot 
nearly exclusively with the 24-105mm 
F4 G OSS during the trip and came 

Equipment Hands-On Review:  
Sony FE 24-105mm F4 G OSS

A versatile zoom lens that’s  
surprisingly capable    Text & Photography By David Schloss
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away impressed with the images. 
Despite the fact that there’s built-in 

image stabilization, the 24-105mm is 
a compact and lightweight lens, mea-
suring just 4.5 inches when at the wid-
est setting and just 3.98 inches across. 
Weighing under 1.5 pounds, the lens 
doesn’t make the camera front-heavy 
when attached. 

The versatility of this lens, especially 
on landscape shoots, is hard to beat. 
When shooting the buttes of Sedona 
from a helicopter, I often would go 
from shooting a wide-angle vista to 
zooming in on a cave dwelling on the 
side of a cliff, something that would 
ordinarily require a lens change—
something that’s frowned upon in a 
helicopter with no doors on. The sta-
bilization (combined with that in the 
camera) allowed me to handhold the 
lens even at 105mm with no image 
blur. The side of the lens has a pro-
grammable focus hold button, as well 
as switches for the focus and the sta-
bilization, and the body is dust- and 
moisture-resistant, as well.

Internally, the lens has two 
Advanced Aspherical elements, plus 
Sony’s Nano AR coating to “eliminate 
flare and ghosting” (according to their 
literature). Flare wasn’t eliminated in 
our tests, though it was much less pres-

ent than in other super-zoom lenses 
I’ve tried. I had to shoot nearly directly 
into the sun to trigger lens flare. 

Sharpness seems to be just slightly 
softer than the company’s G Master 
lenses, or something like a Sigma 
ART lens, though at this price point 
that’s to be expected. The lens was 
sharp enough that any subject sharp-
ness issues could be easily tweaked in 
software, and in-camera JPEGs looked 
much sharper by default. It’s hard to 
tell in the landscape shots exactly how 
much of the sharpness was lost due to 
atmospheric haze (and a nearby for-
est fire) and how much was the lens, 
but portraits of close subjects were 
tack-sharp and, again, landscapes just 
needed a little tweaking. 

I could easily go from landscapes to 
portraits to astrophotography with-
out having to change lenses, and that 
makes this a great travel lens. Pros 
using it as a primary lens would still 
be wise to couple it with a prime that’s 
ƒ/2.8 or faster, for those situations 
where background defocus is key to a 
shot. I’d probably couple this lens with 
a 50mm or an 85mm lens when on 
the road. 

It’s also a great lens for the videogra-
pher, as the Direct Drive SSM motor 
allows for silent focusing. It was impos-
sible to hear this lens in action, and none 
of our video tests have any focus motor 
noise from this lens. 

The Sony FE 24-105mm F4 G OSS 
is priced at $1,300, and it happens to 
be one of the rare lenses that not only 
is good for the enthusiast but also 
for the pro. The lens is a particularly 
great choice for the photographer get-
ting started with the Sony system. It’s 
versatile, fast, sharp and, thanks to the 
fixed ƒ/4 across the whole range, able 
to create great images with good back-
ground blur for most subjects, and 
it’s a great lens for the videographer, 
thanks to the variety of available focal 
lengths and the smooth focus. DPP
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Equipment Hands-On Review:  
Sigma 135mm F1.8 DG HSM Art

A superstar portrait lens  
at a reasonable price    Text & Photography By David Schloss



Sigma has been making quite a name for 
itself, thanks largely to the company’s 
high-end “Art” lenses, which rival—
and often exceed—the quality of 
the best lenses from the camera 
manufacturers, at a lower price, to boot. 
Available for Nikon, Canon and—via 
the company’s MC-11 adapter—Sony 
E mount, the Art series gives shooters 
of the major full-frame systems a great 
third-party lens choice. 

The Sigma 135mm F1.8 DG HSM 
Art lens is designed primarily for por-
trait shooters, with a focal length that 
creates the bit of compression that’s 
desirable when photographing faces. 
The lens is comprised of 13 elements 
in 10 groups, with both SLD and FLD 
glass, and has a nine-blade aperture for 
smooth background defocus. 

The lens is noticeably beefy, not 
unusual at the telephoto range, and not 
unpleasant, either, just noticeable—as 
if the lens were built to withstand the 
abuse of professional life. With a dust- 
and water-resistant outer coating, the 
lens can be used in inclement weather 
without much concern. (I wouldn’t 
shoot in a downpour with it, though.) 

I coupled the camera with both the 
Canon EOS 5D Mark IV and the new 
Sony a7R III, via the Sigma MC-11 
adapter. In both cases, the lens was 
incredibly quick to focus (thanks to the 
hypersonic motor, the “HSM” part of the 
name) and incredibly quiet (also thanks 
to that motor). The lens provided accu-
rate focus on the Canon EOS 5D Mark 
IV, too, as fast as any native lens. 

On the Sony a7R III, the focus had 
more issues with face detection than a 
native Sony lens. The focus would find 
a face and occasionally jump off of the 
face—at least based on the displayed 
viewfinder points. I found it easier to 
use a small focus zone with the a7R 
III, rather than the wide area plus face 
detection. It’s likely that the jumping 
focus on the Sony is due to the newness 
of the a7R III, and that the firmware in 
the lens will need to be updated. One of 
the nice things about Sigma lenses that 
support the company’s USB Dock is 
that the firmware can be updated eas-
ily by connecting it to a computer and 
downloading the firmware installer. 
This should allow the lens to improve 
compatibility with the Sony down 
the road. 

Visually, the Sigma 135mm F1.8 
DG HSM Art lens is stunning. Back-
ground defocus is beautiful, sharpness 
is amazing, and the color rendition 
is excellent. When shooting with the 
lens, I was able to shoot wide open at 
ƒ/1.8—which should reveal the most 
glaring issues with the lens—and 
found little to complain about. Vignett-
ing was minor at the edges, the details 
in the subjects were tack-sharp, and the 
sharpness was maintained close to the 
edge of the lens as well. When shoot-
ing the Sony a7R III with eye detection 
AF on, even at ƒ/1.8, the subject’s eye 
and face were spot on every time. At 
ƒ/2.8 to ƒ/4, images were even sharper 
and more accurate. There’s a lushness 
to the background defocus that many 
companies try to achieve, but not all 
make it. This lens has the background 
blur to die for. 

The Sigma 135mm F1.8 DG HSM 
Art lens is around $1,200 (the retail 
price is $1,300, but sale prices at the 
time we went to print had it lower). 
It offers an extremely durable-feeling 
build quality, exceptional optics and 
great performance. The medium tele-
photo range might not be ideal for all 
subjects, but for the portrait, wedding 
and fashion shooter, this lens is a per-
fect solution. DPP
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Equipment Hands-On Review:  
Tamron SP 24-70mm F/2.8 Di VC USD G2

Fast, sharp and affordable,
this lens delivers a knockout punch    By David Schloss >> Photography By Oliver Güth 
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The new Tamron SP 24-70mm F/2.8 Di 
VC USD G2 lens is a perfect example 
of the changes in the photographic 
market, and how the range of products 
available today offer photographers 
choices previously unavailable.

The 24-70mm zoom is a must-have 
piece of gear, found in nearly every 
camera bag thanks to the versatility of 
the focal length range and the wide-
open aperture. Traditionally, the pro-
level 24-70mm lenses from the manu-
facturers cost just around $1,800, while 
Tamron’s offering is closer to $1,000, 
while still offering pro-level perfor-
mance and features.

The Tamron 24-70mm has 17 glass 
elements in 12 groups, two of which 
are XR and three of which are LD ele-
ments, which are designed to reduce 
optical and chromatic aberrations. A 
total of four aspherical elements reduce 
spherical aberrations, while the com-
pany’s eBAND coating is said to reduce 
ghosting and flare.

Built-in vibration compensation pro-
vides up to five stops of shake reduc-
tion, and a dedicated onboard proces-
sor handles image stabilization tasks, 
while another one drives the AF motor. 
Image stabilization is noticeably smooth 
and functional. 

The Tamron 24-70mm feels and 
handles like the lenses from the major 
camera manufacturers, and the build 
is solid, while remaining easy to oper-
ate. We’ve taken the lens to a variety of 
locales, from the high desert of Oregon 
to the Hudson River, shooting the lens 

in many challenging conditions. When 
I coupled our test unit to a Nikon 
D850, AF operation was indistinguish-
able from the Nikon 24-70mm I was 
also shooting. 

Image quality is great on this lens,  
and it’s hard to tell in side-by-side 
shots which glass was Nikon’s and 
which was Tamron’s. Subjects, espe-
cially people, are incredibly sharp, 
even wide open under harsh lighting 
conditions. Colors, especially red and 
green, seem to  pop in most conditions, 
though in low-contrast scenes a bit of 
post-processing sharpening and expo-
sure tweaking would be needed for the 
best results. 

That said, I did manage to get the 
lens to flare in a few situations where I 
was stress-testing it with bright, noon-
time skies over the river valley below. 
Whether pointing directly at the sun or 
with the rays of the sun just visible in the 
edge of the frame, the lens would flare 
around the sun and produce rainbow 
flares on the opposite corner in some, 
but not all situations 

This isn’t atypical of a wide-angle 
zoom, though some recent lenses I’ve 
tested from other manufacturers seem 
to reduce flare with more success, but 
they do it at a much higher price.

The Tamron 24-70mm, though, is 
a sharp, fast and affordable lens. It’s 
versatile enough to go from landscapes 
to sports to portraits without missing a 
beat. In the opening image, a portrait 
of a boxer from photographer Oliver 
Güth, for example, there’s great detail 
in the foreground, and the soft defocus 
of the background creates a beautiful 
effect. This is typical of the results I 
saw with this lens. 

For photographers looking to get an 
excellent, high-performance lens with-
out the high price tag usually associated 
with this level of quality, the Tamron SP 
24-70mm F/2.8 Di VC USD G2 defi-
nitely delivers.  DPP
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Managing The Confusion

Changes to the Adobe Lightroom model have some photographers  
looking for alternatives    By DL Byron

Software

My introduction to “real” photo manage- 
ment happened when I outgrew 
iPhoto and installed Aperture. I 
learned quickly enough how powerful 
managing photos was, from staying 
organized to changing dates to adding 
GPS coordinates. Back then, I used it 
to create web albums and even made 
a slideshow movie. If I forgot to set up 
the camera’s date, I’d later marvel at 
how well Aperture handled the change 
on gigs of photos. I was amazed at how 
it would efficiently move a library from 
one drive to another when I upgraded 

to a 1 TB RAID. I remember RAW 
editing, too, and my workflow back 
then changed to getting the shot, the 
moment, and then finalizing it in post, 
eventually creating my own visual 
style and a Pacific Northwest take on 
bicycle photography.

Much has changed since my initial 
forays into professional photography, 
mostly related to cloud services, much 
more bandwidth and the surge in 
mobile devices. It wasn’t that long ago 
when a mobile workflow was a new 
thing. I wrote about mobility back then, 

and just now iOS supports RAW, and 
ever-more-powerful tablets can work 
with the file sizes. Depending on the 
shoot, some of my photos never touch a 
hard drive or desktop.

When Apple killed Aperture, pho-
tographers didn’t have much choice 
but to switch to Lightroom, and now 
with Adobe changing the Lightroom 
ecosystem—changing the desktop ver-
sion’s name to “Classic” while remov-
ing the non-subscription version and 
creating a new cloud-based Lightroom 
CC—many photographers are once 

Phase One Capture One Pro 11



 digitalphotopro.com  January/February 2018 | 43

again looking for alternatives that don’t 
require a subscription.

The good news is that there are 
plenty of programs to choose from, but 
before I get into that, I want to note 
that Lightroom CC is a tremendous 
reboot of the photo-editing and photo-
management tool, intended for a new 
era of computing. It’s very limited in 
functionality right now, but clearly the 
foundation is there for a new, more 
powerful workflow. 

True disruption in tech happens 
about every 25 years, and mobile devices 
and cloud computing are changing how 
we work, so Adobe has built a consistent 
and replicable experience across all your 
devices, anticipating how we work today 
and, more importantly, tomorrow. That 
said, tomorrow isn’t here yet, and profes-
sionals can’t wait. 

Now, let’s go through the various 
choices in photo management and edit-
ing apps. These are listed in no par-
ticular order. To try out the various 
applications, I used the same set of pho-
tos—278 DNG files, taken recently with 
a Leica Q.

All In One
Phase One Capture One Pro 11. Capture 
One Pro is the leading contender to 
Lightroom, and an all-around fantastic 
photo management and editing tool. 
The program is infinitely customizable, 
providing a suite of professional-level 

editing tools that mean fewer round-
trips to Photoshop, a color-editing suite 
that’s unrivaled and a RAW processing 
engine that’s considered one of the best 
on the market. 

Capture One Pro also includes a 
tethered shooting tool that reduces the 
time studio photographers spend shut-
tling cards around and allows them to 
instantly see how their images look. 

The recent update, Capture One Pro 
11, increases performance (the company 
claims up to 50% increases in catalog 
loading times and much better speed 
across the board), new annotation tools 
for collaborative feedback and a reboot 
of the Local Adjustments tool, which is 
now called Layers. The new Layers sec-

tion has new masking and mask refine-
ment tools, plus the ability to brush on 
levels and color adjustments. 

For photographers with massive 
catalogs of images, Capture One Pro 
provides the most thorough and profes-
sional file and asset management outside 
of Lightroom Classic. 

Price: $299 for a single-user, three- 
seat license

Alien Skin Exposure X3. The legendary 
plugin is now a photo editor and 
organizer, competing in the market 
of “faster than Lightroom.” I expect 
plugin users will find the app to their 
liking, with over 500 built-in presets, 
and tasteful effects, too, that are set up 
in 27 categories. The film emulations 
cover pretty much the history of 
photography. What it does well is offer 
photographers an extensive feature list, 
including customizable effects and all 
of the editing tools in one window. 
What it doesn’t offer is a non-cramped 
or decluttered interface, and it requires 
initial setup and learn-to-use time. 

Price: $149

ON1 RAW 2018. ON1 RAW 2018 is a 
program that “auto-imports” all photo 
libraries without reprocessing tens of 
thousands of previews—that’s really 
the way to get started, and if blazing 
speed is a premium. How ON1 
manages your photos is an important 

Alien Skin Exposure X3

Apple Aperture
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DxO Photo Lab

ON1 RAW 2018



 digitalphotopro.com  January/February 2018 | 45

distinction because it gives you a 
choice of editing them where they are 
or creating a Cataloged Folder with 
sidecar files for nondestructive edits 
and metadata. ON1 is also investing 
much time in its community and 
promotes its growing ecosystem 
as a major benefit compared to a 
corporation like Adobe. What ON1 
does best is engage its users and launch 
fast. What I didn’t like is the modal 
interface that requires you to switch 
between browsing for files and editing.

Price: $99, with a $129 Pro bundle

DxO Photo Lab. Best known for its camera 
ratings, DXO also offers Photo Lab, an 
app that utilizes U Point Technology, 
which includes Control Points for tools 
like filters dragged over an area. It’s 
a neat way to edit versus painting a 
mask. Photo Lab also leverages DxO’s 
camera lab for automatic corrections 
to help improve lighting, remove haze 
and reduce noise. DxO is best for 
photographers into the science and 
technology of pixels. 

Price: $99 for the Essential Edition and 
$149 for the Elite Edition

Photo Editors
Skylum (formerly Macphun) Luminar 2018. 
With millions of installs for its 

software bundles, the company 
shipped Luminar 2018 in November 
and teased a future organizational 
module, which will give it much of 
the organizational power of tools like 
Lightroom and Alien Skin Exposure 
X3. The company recently changed 
names to Skylum from Macphun, and 
fans of its bundles will feel right at 
home working in the app and toggling 
into others. 

Where I found Exposure X3’s inter-
face to be very complex, Luminar’s lay-
out is simple, yet customizable. Built-in 
RAW processing means that photog-
raphers can get the best possible results 
from their images, even adding effects 
like sun rays and a matte filter (for a 
“vintage” look), while the LUT (Look 
Up Table) Mapping features allow 
photographers to apply film styles and 
effects. In addition to upcoming file 
management, the program will be add-
ing Adobe plugin support. 

Price: $69

Pixelmator Pro. Not available at press 
time, the folks behind the affordable, 
yet powerful Pixelmator have 
reimagined their editing workflow 
and simplified editing tools with 
machine learning for the upcoming 
Pixelmator Pro. The company is short 

on details, but early teaser videos 
showed a drag-and-drop interface, 
illustration tools and a real-media-
simulating painting toolset complete 
with brushes and realistic media. 
Whereas Pixelmator has allowed 
people to ditch Photoshop, Pixelmator 
Pro looks like it’s aiming to make 
people ditch the whole Creative Cloud 
suite of design tools. 

Price: Not set at press time

Anthropics Technology PortraitPro And 
LandscapePro. For the photographer 
looking to perform simple, yet 
powerful adjustments to either 
portraits or landscapes, the stand-
alone PortraitPro and LandscapePro 
excel at quickly enhancing images. 
Portrait photographers can fix skin 
texture and tone, and even add 
virtual makeup to a subject, while 
LandscapePro allows for one-touch 
replacement of skies, creation of 
reflections in water and more. 

The user interface walks you through 
the points needed to improve a photo 
with intelligent, adaptive guidance and 
a super-easy interface. In a few minutes, 
I was trimming up my body and con-
trolling the lighting in a photo of a har-
bor I took recently.

Price: $59.95 each

Anthropics Technology PortraitPro



46 | Digital Photo Pro  digitalphotopro.com

CameraBits Photo Mechanic

Photo Managers
CameraBits Photo Mechanic. It’s like 
the developers of Photo Mechanic 
grabbed the file-managing aspects 
of Aperture and turned them into 
a stand-alone app. Sure, it’s more 
complicated than that, but if you’re 
after a program for ingesting mass 
quantities of photos and then quickly 
rating and organizing them, Photo 
Mechanic does that well. It doesn’t 
offer an editor, figuring that your 
final post-culling is to open them in 
Lightroom. Photographers, frustrated 
with Lightroom’s sluggish import and 
that darn modal windowing, find this 
to be a good alternative, although it’s 
an older solution. The company that 
makes it, Camera Bits, started in 1996.

Price: $150

Build Your Own Cloud
If you don’t want to sign onto Adobe’s 
cloud service, building your own cloud 
is certainly an option. Google Photos 
will recognize a camera or an SD card 

when mounted and automatically 
ingests it and then uses its AI to 
organize images, all for about $10 a 
month. Google Photos works pretty 
much like your phone does, cataloging 
your photos into buckets. 

The more software-savvy photogra-
pher with time to set up a system should 
consider Synology’s NAS (network-
attached storage) tools, like the DS916+ 
model. A NAS allows any user on a net-
work to save and share files, and it has 
a suite of tools, including “hot folders” 
that will sync from an app or a desk-
top. The Synology hardware/software 
package is about running your own 
cloud that replicates pretty much every-
thing Google, Amazon, Microsoft or 
Apple do, and, in this instance, Adobe, 
too. There’s no free lunch in comput-
ing, so what you save in monthly fees 
you’ll pay in maintaining your own col-
lection of drives.

Price: A Synology DS916+ NAS costs 
$599 for the bay and another $130 per 
4 TB drive. That’s $1,199 total, not 

including the days spent setting up the 
cloud services.

Switch It Off? 
We don’t think the changes to Adobe 
Lightroom are enough to justify a 
switch. Lightroom Classic still exists, 
and works as well today as it worked 
yesterday. Lightroom CC will bring 
a host of new features as it evolves for 
tomorrow’s workflows. I don’t believe 
in switching wholesale because of a 
change to a program, but I do think 
you should know what tools are avail-
able. Many people don’t know how 
many photo-editing tools are on the 
market, and photographers should use 
what they come to prefer. Whatever 
you use, it’s a really great time to take 
photographs knowing there are appli-
cations that will suit your style and 
needs. Reflecting on Adobe’s changes 
to Lightroom, though, it’s probably 
time to think about your next camera 
and to understand that changes in tech-
nology don’t wait for anyone.  DPP





48 | Digital Photo Pro  digitalphotopro.com48 | Digital Photo Pro  digitalphotopro.com

Intent To Shoot

How approaching street photography with a clear goal  
results in better images   Text & Photography By Brian Matiash

Technique

I’ve long held the idea that one of the most 
important skills a photographer can 
gain is learning how to approach a 
shoot based on intent. In other words, 
before heading out to a shoot, do you 
ever ask yourself, “What do I want to 
get out of this outing?” And the answer 
very well may be, “I really don’t know, 
but I’m open to finding out!” or it can 
be something more acute and specific. 
The latter was the case when I asked 
myself this question before flying out to 
New York City in late October. While 
my primary reason for returning to 
my home city was to attend the 2017 
PDN PhotoPlus Expo, I also had a 

very particular goal in mind regarding 
photography. I was so in tune with this 
goal that it influenced everything, all 
the way down to which camera and 
lenses I would take and which camera 
bag I would pack them in. Everything I 
took was based on the intent of further 
improving my street photography. Even 
more to the point was that I intended 
on practicing street photography…in 
Chinatown…at dusk.

Now don’t get me wrong. I’m not say-
ing that every shoot you go on should 
have the same laser-like focus on intent. 
Not every outing needs that, but it’s 
important to tease out the difference. I 

approach it pretty simply: If the place 
I’m going to is new to me, I’ll be more 
likely to keep an open mind in terms 
of the type of gear that I bring and the 
sort of photography that I’ll practice. For 
example, when I traveled to Iceland for 
the first time several years ago, I wasn’t 
exactly sure what my intent was aside 
from the photographer’s universal pur-
pose of documenting whatever was in 

Of all the neighborhoods in New York City, 
Chinatown is one of my favorites. It’s so rich 
in culture while also offering a lot of visual 
diversity for photographers. This is doubly 
true once the sun goes down and the lights 
flicker on.
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front of me. As such, I maximized my 
opportunities by packing several zoom 
lenses ranging from 16mm all the way 
to 400mm. Doing so ensured that I 
would be able to frame up just about any 
composition that came my way. How-
ever, another way of looking at it is that 
I didn’t have much focus on photograph-
ing anything specific. I’d take things as 
they came to me.

This trip to New York City was quite 
different because, aside from being 
born there, I’ve spent many years pho-
tographing it. As such, I find there to be 
a direct correlation between how many 
times I’ve photographed a particular 
location and how narrow I want to 
set my objective(s). I visit home pretty 
often each year, which gives me the 
luxury to cast away the broad strokes 
of photographing as much of as many 
things as possible and set my sights on 
specific things. This same rationale can 
be applied to your own hometown area. 
Since you generally have ready access 

to where you live, you have the luxury 
of challenging yourself with specific 
photography goals. My goal with this 
recent trip home was to photograph 
Chinatown at dusk. Next time, it could 
be limiting myself to only using an 
infrared-converted camera or only pho-
tographing bicyclists or only focusing 
through storefront windows. You get 
the idea. I issued myself a specific chal-
lenge and, as such, packed the specific 
gear to help me complete it.

Why Chinatown At Dusk?
I didn’t choose this challenge accidentally. 
It wasn’t like I pulled a card from a hat 
or threw a dart at a poster with a bunch 
of random challenges. Between my own 
experiences and seeing photos of other 
accomplished photographers whom I 
admire, I made a mental note to spend 
more time in Chinatown at dusk. That 
neighborhood is such a wonderful 
medley of varying elements and factors, 
and when it all comes together, it’s 

magical. Everything from Chinatown’s 
denizens to the colors of all those 
glowing signs to the variety of storefront 
merchandise—you can find a never-
ending source of visual inspiration.

Because my challenge was based on 
a specific window of time, I made sure 
to get to the location about 90 minutes 
before dusk began to settle in. This 
allowed me to leisurely scout the neigh-
borhood, all while making mental notes 
of specific places I wanted to return to. 
I also kept a running list of composi-
tion ideas that I tested while scouting. 
After a while, I realized that there were 
two primary compositions that I found 
myself leaning toward: The first was 

Once I found a particular manipulation of the 
tone curve that I liked, I applied it to each 
of the photos from this shoot. This image 
illustrates the base of my stylization theme. 
I began by adjusting the tone curve to add 
a slight contrast boost while moving the 
black point so that it introduced gray in the 
shadows, creating a vintage look.
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Whether the storefront offered produce, novelty gifts or general 
merchandise, there were so many ways to compose photos of the area.

head-on while standing across the street 
from a storefront, and the second was at 
an angle while peering into a doorway 
or window. Having all of this relatively 
figured out in advance allows me to 
spend less time looking for places to put 
myself and more time on waiting for 
the right opportunity to present itself.

Investing time at a particular scene is 
a critical component of street photogra-
phy and one that often pays back with 
dividends. The more time I spent stand-
ing in a single location, the more I began 
to notice nuances like how a cook held 
his cigarette while on break or the way 
a barber was shaving his customer’s hair. 
Giving myself the time to simply observe 
afforded me the luxury of photograph-
ing the right moments as they happened 
instead of haphazardly spraying a series 
of shots, hoping for one of them to be 
a keeper. And, speaking to the benefits 
of staying put, one of the most impor-
tant is that it aids in you blending into 
your surroundings. Rather than franti-
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cally walking, then stopping to shoot, 
then walking again, I just leaned back 
against a light post or building façade 
and faded into my surroundings. Peo-
ple who may have noticed me initially 
eventually forgot I was there. I was just 
another guy, and that was enough to 
allow them to return to doing whatever 
they were doing. The less they were pay-
ing attention to me, the more I was able 
to get natural photos of them.

The Right Gear For The Job
Whether you want to admit it or 
not, gear plays an important role in 
photography. This is even truer when 
you have a specific agenda in mind 
about what you want to photograph. 
When choosing which gear I was going 
to pack, I considered several factors. 
The first was the size and weight of 
everything I had to carry on the shoot. 
Because I’d be doing a lot of walking 
and handholding my camera the entire 
time, I didn’t want my gear to fatigue 

Finding the right head-on and angled compositions took more than 
positioning myself accordingly. Waiting for the right elements was 
critical in establishing a sense of place and depth.



me. Also, I didn’t want to have a gigantic 
lens strapped onto my camera, creating 
an instant spectacle of myself. Finally, I 
knew that I’d be photographing at dusk, 
with relatively low light, so I’d need a 
fast lens with a wide aperture.

The combination of these factors 
made my choice of gear easy. I chose 
the Sony a9 full-frame mirrorless cam-
era for one specific reason: It can shoot 
continuously at 20 fps with no shutter 
blackout. The advantage with this is 
that I can squeeze the shutter button 
for short bursts and capture multiple 
frames at near-full motion rates, ensur-
ing that I capture a precise moment. As 
for lenses, I chose three: the Zeiss Loxia 
2/35, the Zeiss Loxia 2/50 and the Zeiss 
Batis 1.8/85. All are prime lenses, and 
are small, lightweight and fast. My 
experiences with street photography 
reminded me that I rarely got photos 
that I loved with anything wider than 
35mm or longer than 85mm, so these 
lenses covered my bases and never 
caused discomfort due to weight or size.

Fortunately, many other manufac-
turers also offer exceptionally capable 
camera bodies and lenses for street pho-
tography. Professional photographer 
(and my wife) Nicole S. Young loves her 
Fujifilm mirrorless cameras and lenses. 
She joined me on this shoot, packing 
the Fujifilm X-T20 APS-C mirrorless 
camera because of how compact it is, 
along with the Fujifilm XF27mmF2.8 
(41mm at a 35mm equivalent) and 
the Fujifilm XF56mmF1.2 R lenses 
(85mm at a 35mm equivalent). Because 
Nicole’s photography goals were simi-
lar to mine, you can see the parallels in 
terms of her gear selection being tied to 
size, weight and specific focal lengths.

Initially, both the cook and the customer 
getting a haircut were completely aware of 
me, but as I spent time basically loitering, 
they forgot about me. This gave me the 
perfect opportunity to capture them at the 
right moment.

By selecting the appropriate gear to match 
her intent, Nicole was able to easily 
capture a variety of storefronts with low 
light without the need of a tripod.  
Photo by Nicole S. Young  
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Here are two examples of photos that have 
split-toning applied. I selected the hue values 
for the highlights and shadows based on the 
natural characteristics of the scene.

There’s also nothing that says you 
need to use an interchangeable-lens sys-
tem to get great photos. You can find a 
wide variety of all-in-one cameras that 
not only are svelte but also produce 
stunning results. One such camera is the 
Panasonic Lumix LX10. With a 35mm 
equivalent 24-72mm lens and varying 
ƒ/1.4-2.8 aperture, you get the ideal focal 
range and lens speed in a very com-
pact form.

Stylization Themes
This entire time, we’ve discussed the 
importance and benefits of intent-
based photography. First, there was the 
specific challenge issued based on the 
intent of photographing Chinatown 
at dusk. Then there was the gear 
selection made to facilitate the intent. 
Finally, there was the consistency in 
the way the photos were composed. 
But it doesn’t stop there. Once I got 
home and had a chance to import and 
review the collection of photos I took, I 
began experimenting with a stylization 
process that would tie the photos 
together. Ultimately, I want someone 
to look at the group of photos from 
this shoot and instantly identify the 
cohesive elements in the composition 
and the stylization. If there’s one thing 
that I’d love to see photographers 
take away from this article, it’s to 
spend as much time developing a 
consistent stylization theme as on the 
compositions themselves.

The first step was to see whether 
I could identify any common attri-
butes between my final selection of 
photos. For the most part, the tone 
in each photo was similar, and that 
led me to experiment with adjusting 
the tone curve. Before even thinking 
about color, I made tone my primary 
objective. I ended up settling on apply-
ing what’s commonly referred to as 
an “S curve,” which adds contrast by 
boosting the highlights and enriching 

the shadows. However, I also infused 
gray in the shadows by adjusting the 
black point of the curve. This results 
in a quite familiar vintage look that’s 
popular on social media these days.

With the overall tone adjustments 
locked in, it was time to dial in col-
ors. I’m a huge fan of split-toning and 
cross-processing, so it’s no surprise that 
I turned to those stylization techniques. 
The key was to identify a set of hues for 
the highlights and shadows that were 
applicable to all the photos while also 
being visually appealing. I ended up 
settling on three different color com-
binations that worked well across the 

board, and all I had to do was choose 
which blended in best for each photo.

Now, when I look at the collection of 
photos from this particular dusk shoot 
in Chinatown, I’ll see the benefits of 
intent-based photography and why 
it’s so important to challenge yourself 
in the way you compose and stylize 
your images. DPP

Brian Matiash is a photographer, author 
and educator, and an ambassador for a 
number of companies including Sony 
and Zeiss. You can find more of his 
work at matiash.com and on Instagram 
@brianmatiash.
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Noël Coward’s lyrics, only “Mad dogs and 
Englishmen go out in the midday 
sun,” can be expanded to include 
photographers on location who want 
to increase their working time beyond 
the classic early-morning and late-
afternoon hours without having to resort 
to artificial lights. The golden hours 
typically have been the postcard times of 
the day for photography—the soft light 
and warm colors and the way shadows 
fall are particularly pleasing to the eye. 
But that doesn’t mean the camera has to 
be put away for the intervening hours. 

Shooting in open shade, especially for 
environmental and “eyes are the window 
to the soul”-type portraits, is an effective 
technique that can be utilized just out of 
reach of the glaring midday sun.

Before we go further, it’s important 
to understand the distinction between 
open shade and ambient light. Ambient 
light is the existing light at a location. It 
could be from the sun, a light bulb or a 
myriad of other types of light. The only 
light source for open shade is the sun. 

In an interview with Marc Riboud, he 
told me how he took advantage of over-

cast days when the sky became a huge 
softbox, allowing him to stroll the streets 
and shoot in any direction at anytime 
of day. The successful results of his solo 
camera-in-hand excursions in Paris and 
around the globe in book form fill a small 
library. On commercial productions, 
open shade can be created with large 

Made In The (Open) Shade

Understanding how to use the natural beauty  
of open shade will expand your creative options 
Text & Photography By Mark Edward Harris

Technique

I did environmental portraits and reportage 
shots using open shade for part of my photo 
essay on the tequila-making process at the 
Hacienda del Patrón in the Jalisco highlands 
of Mexico.
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silks that come in sizes including 12x12 
and 20x20 feet, and tied into frames to 
soften a hard overhead light to eliminate 
or at least soften unattractive harsh shad-
ows on subjects. “Shiny boards” are often 
added to the set to kick in some fill or 
directional light. For smaller shoots, for 
example, an actor’s headshot, a handheld 
silk disc can be used to create open shade 
in an area exposed to direct sunlight.  

Travel photographers, especially, don’t 
always have the luxury of being at a par-
ticular location at the ideal time of day 
in terms of light nor do they have the 
assistants to put up silks or hold reflec-
tors. That’s where knowing how to find 

and work in existing open shade areas 
is especially useful. For example, to do 
a portrait of a Namibian teenager, I 
asked the young woman to sit inside the 
entrance to her family’s hut just out of the 
harsh shadow-inducing noonday sun. If 
she had moved deeper into the hut, the 
objects inside would have become visible, 
but having her just out of reach of the 
direct sun gave me a ratio that dropped 
the distracting elements in the back-
ground into the dark. The result was an 
“eyes are the window to the soul”-type 
portrait. Shooting with a shallow depth 
of field intensified the focus on her gaze. 

In Croatia, I gave a demonstration of 
how to do a middle-of-the-day portrait 
using a doorway for open shade dur-
ing my Uniworld Floating Photogra-
phy Workshop. My students and I can 
be seen in my subject’s sunglasses as 
we stand in direct sunlight while she’s 
bathed in beautiful even light. I used 

similar techniques on a wide range of 
projects, from portraits of refugees in 
a camp for displaced persons in Iraq 
to a photo essay on the workers at the  
Hacienda del Patrón in Mexico.

In and around Utah’s Zion National 
Park are a number of incredible canyo-
neering opportunities that can be docu-
mented in open shade. The Narrows, a 
gorge with thousand-foot walls flanking 
the Virgin River, sometimes as thin as 20 
feet wide running through it, is a popular 
hike. A second canyoneering experience 
that included rappelling and squeezing 
through slot canyons was suggested by 
the team at the Marriott Springdale Zion 
National Park. SAW Zion supplied all 
the gear and expertise so I could focus on 
creating a photo essay. Knowing I’d need 
both hands to make my way through 
the natural course as well as squeezing 
through tight spaces, I left most of my 
gear back at the hotel, opting for my 

On a mountain gorilla trek in Rwanda 
organized by Volcanoes Safaris Virunga 
Lodge, the jungle canopy created a large 
natural softbox. I used a Nikon D810 with a 
70-200mm ƒ/2.8 lens, 1/250th of a second 
shutter speed at ƒ/4 and an ISO of 200. 
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Nikon 810 with a 24-70mm lens to cover 
the adventure. While there was barely a 
cloud in the sky, the sunlight that illumi-
nated our circuitous route was indirect, 
bouncing back and forth off the canyon 
walls making it an ideal natural studio. 

Having people stand on the north side 
of a structure, natural or manmade, is 
another way to work in open shade. The 
sun’s path will have it only impinge on 
this side during the summer in the early 
morning or late afternoon. An example 
of a midday environmental portrait 
in this scenario is of the proprietor of 
Asaba, a classic Japanese-style inn, for a 
Forbes Life magazine travel feature.

On occasion, I’ll use a strobe to help 
highlight a subject in a natural softbox. 
I photographed a young Inuit woman 
on Devon Island in the Canadian High 
Arctic under overcast skies with a Profoto 
B1 and a collapsible beauty dish attached. 
I often use a Gary Fong Lightsphere  
Diffusion Dome over a handheld Nikon 
Speedlight for the same purpose.

Humans, of course, aren’t the only 
creatures that can be photographed in 
open shade. The title of Dian Fossey’s 
book “Gorillas in the Mist” may conjure 
up visions of a landscape with these noble 
creatures making their way up and down 
mountainsides enveloped in fog, but my 
day trekking on the slopes of Rwanda’s 
Mount Visoke was sunny with barely 

a cloud in the sky. Yet, the dense jungle 
canopy created a softbox above many 
areas where we encountered gorillas. 

It’s also important to be aware of any 
parts of the frame that are exposed to 
direct sunlight. Your eye might correct 
for a hand or foot that’s venturing out 
into the sun but the ratio between shade 
and the direct light source will be diffi-
cult to correct in post. Also, since open 
shade means taking advantage of light 
that’s indirect, be aware of the color of 
objects bouncing the sun’s rays onto 
your subject. A nearby red or green wall 
might result in the side of a person’s face 
being painted with an unflattering hue.

Keep in mind that a world of omni-
present flat light would be a dull place, 

photographically. Working with shad-
ows and in high-contrast situations are 
often great tools to use in creating a sense 
of drama. But sometimes less contrast is 
more appropriate, and camera sensors 
are giving us higher and higher ISOs 
to work with without excessive digital 
noise, opening up more and more oppor-
tunities to take advantage of these softer, 
lower-light conditions. It’s hard to beat 
the beauty of a natural softbox. DPP

Mark Edward Harris’ latest book is 
“The Travel Photo Essay: Describing a 
Journey Through Images” (Focal Press). 
Visit www.markedwardharris.com  
and follow Mark on Instagram at  
@MarkEdwardHarrisPhoto

OPPOSITE PAGE, CLOCKWISE FROM TOP 
LEFT: An Inuit woman on Devon Island in the 
Canadian High Arctic photographed under 
overcast skies with a strobe fill light. A Himba 
teenager photographed just inside the opening 
to her family’s hut. I used my Nikon D800E 
with a 105mm ƒ/2.8 macro set at 1/200th 
of a second, ƒ/4.5, ISO 200. An open shade 
portrait in a doorway in Osijek, Croatia, shot 
with a Nikon D810 with a 70-200mm ƒ/2.8 
lens at 1/200th of a second, ƒ/4, ISO 100. 
The proprietor of Asaba, a classic ryokan 
(Japanese-style inn) in Shuzenji, photographed 
in open shade for Forbes Life magazine during 
the middle hours of the day. My Nikon D3 
with a 24-70mm lens was set at 1/125th of a 
second, ƒ/4.5, ISO 320.

RIGHT: On a SAW Zion excursion organized by 
the Marriott Springdale Zion National Park, I 
weaved my way through a slot canyon with my 
Nikon 810 and 24-70mm lens set to ISO 400, 
making sure not to let my shutter speed drop 
below 1/60th of a second.
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In this day and age of going ultra-light- 
weight, photographers discriminately 
minimize their photo kits to the bare 
essentials. After all, who doesn’t like 
carrying less weight? From the road-
weary assignment photographer 
lugging a dozen cases of lighting gear 
through an airport to the fast-moving 
journalist logging 150,000 miles a year, 
less weight is good. The real question 
becomes what should you leave behind. 

For many photographers the first 
piece of equipment to get axed is their 
flash. The landscape photographer may 
never bring a flash, and the travel pho-
tographer may only use their flash a few 
times. Bleached-white headshots leave 
the portrait photographer thinking 

available light is better. I’ll admit, when 
I first started out, I left my speedlight 
behind on most trips. But now I never 
leave home without it.  Why?

Simply put, adding flash can dramati-
cally improve your images. It doesn’t 
matter if you photograph landscapes, 
travel or portraits, flash can transform 
a mediocre image into a stunning pho-
tograph. Using a simple speedlight 
or hybrid LED/flash system like the  
Rotolight NEO 2 gives you another tool 
to bring your creative vision to life. I can 
already hear the diehards claiming flash 
looks artificial, and portraits look like a 
deer in the headlights. 

But what’s important is how you use 
flash and when you use your flash. The 

learning curve of flash mechanics is fast; 
today’s speedlights can produce excellent 
results in TTL mode; all you need to 
do is turn it on. With LED continuous 
lights, what you see is what you get; it 
can’t get any easier. The real craft of flash 
use is adjusting the quality and angle of 
light, and recognizing scenes where flash 
will solve a problem or produce a creative 
effect. Below are five reasons to bring a 
flash on your next photography trip. You 
might add a half-pound to your load, but 
you open up endless creative possibilities.

Essential FlashTechnique
Five reasons why you should never  
leave your flash at home    Text & Photography By Tom Bol

A Nikon SB-5000 Speedlight and orange gel 
were used to simulate sunlight on the model’s 
back and shoulders. Nikon D850, AF-S NIKKOR 
85mm ƒ/1.8G, 1/3200 sec., ƒ/1.8, ISO 31 
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Improve Portraits
When most photographers think 
about flash, they think about 
portraits. There’s a good reason for 
this assumption. For starters, flash 
improves color and skin tones. Imagine 
this scenario. You’re photographing 
a model or local street vendor on an 
overcast day. Overcast light has some 
advantages, including your subject 
doesn’t have to squint looking at the 
camera. But overcast light is flat and has 
no contrast, so your subject will have 
neutral skin tones and muted color. 
Think about when the sun breaks 
through the clouds and illuminates a 
fall landscape. The colors transform 
from muted and flat to eye-popping 
and dynamic. Flash will do the same 
to your portrait! Skin tones will look 
healthy and warm, and colors will 
have more snap and vibrance. 

Catchlights are another important 
benefit of using flash with portraits. 
Just popping a flash at minimal power 
will result in catchlights in your mod-

el’s eyes. I once was photographing 
kids in the Sinai desert in Egypt, and 
their eyes were naturally very dark. By 
using my simple pop-up on-camera 
flash, I was able to add catchlights and 
sparkle to their eyes, creating a much 
better portrait. Using a continuous 
LED light like the Rotolight NEO 2 
will accomplish the same thing, and 
you can see the catchlights in real time.

There are three important decisions 
to make using flash with portraits. 
First, what flash mode will you use? 
I normally shoot my speedlight in 
TTL mode. TTL (through the lens) 
uses metering information in conjunc-
tion with the camera to determine the 
correct exposure. For most scenarios, 
TTL will produce good results. TTL 
mode is especially useful for quick-
moving situations where you may not 
have time to calculate a manual expo-
sure. Manual flash mode works well 
when you need a consistent flash out-
put and your subject isn’t moving.  

The second decision to make is what 

quality of light will work best for your 
portrait. If you want soft light, try 
using an umbrella with a speedlight. 
With LED sources, the light is more 
diffused coming right from the LED 
bulbs. Remember, the larger the light 
source, the softer the light, and get as 
close as you can with your flash. I like 
to use a small umbrella or softbox to 
create soft light. If all I need to do is 
add some catchlights, then I may place 
the diffusion cap on my speedlight 
and reduce the power to add just a 
touch of light.  

Finally, the direction of light is impor-
tant. By moving your flash off-camera, 
you can create shadows and more edgy 
portraits. Try using a wireless transmit-
ter or flash cable to trigger your flash off-
camera. About the only time I use my 
flash on-camera is when I want to add 
subtle fill light and catchlights.  

Improving skin tones and creating background 
separation with flash. Nikon D850, AF-S NIKKOR 
85mm ƒ/1.8G, 1/250 sec., ƒ/1.8, ISO 100
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Emphasize The Subject
Have you ever noticed how your eye 
wanders through a photograph? 
Whether you know it or not, most 
viewers follow these principles. First, 
your eye goes to in-focus subjects 
before blurry ones. Next, you look at 
bright areas in the image before dark 
ones. Strong contrast attracts our eye 
before low contrast, and high color 
saturation will get our attention before 
low color saturation. 

Two of these principles are impor-
tant in relation to using flash: creating 
bright areas and adding contrast. I often 
think of my speedlight as a spotlight. If 
something is important in my image, 
I’ll consider adding flash and making it 
brighter. By adding a “spotlight” in the 
image, I direct the viewer to my subject 
and the important part of the shot, not 
the distracting background. To accom-
plish this, I may use a snoot to add light 
in a small scene. If I want to highlight 

one yellow aspen leaf on the ground, 
I’ll underexpose my background 
around one stop and add snooted flash 
to the leaf. Rogue makes terrific snoots 
that also double as bounce cards. In 
other photographs, you may want to 
add light to larger areas in your scene 
to better tell the story or highlight an 
important graphic element.  

Adding flash also adds contrast. 
Highlighting specific areas in your 
images creates separation from the 
background and emphasizes the subject 
to the viewer. Remember, we’re photo-
graphing a three-dimensional subject 
and displaying on two-dimensional for-
mats like prints and monitors. By using 
flash and adding contrast, we’ll add 
depth and dimension to the photograph.

Add Color
I just returned from teaching a 
workshop at Old Car City in Georgia. 
This location is incredible. Over 
4,500 vintage cars are spread out 
over 34 acres of forest. In addition to 
the sheer number of cars, many are 
vintage classics that might have a tree 
growing right through the hood or 
vines draped across steering wheel. 
Many photographers visit this area 
to photograph the classic cars. We 
shot many of the popular cars, but 
we wanted to do something different. 
To accomplish that task, we used 
speedlights with colored gels. 

Many companies make colored gels 
for speedlights. I like the Rogue gel sets.  
They come in a variety of colors and are 
precut to fit over the flash using a simple 
rubber band. Choosing a color is the fun 
part. For the old cars, our group liked 
using warm orange-colored gels to light 
interiors. Exteriors often looked good 
with purple highlights. For some cars 
we followed complementary color pat-
terns. If the old truck was green, we 
used red on our flash to create a comple-
mentary color pattern.

Using a speedlight to reduce shadows and 
add a spotlight to an important part of the 
image. Nikon D3, AF-S NIKKOR 14-24mm 
ƒ/2.8G ED, 1/200 sec., ƒ/16, ISO 400
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ABOVE: A speedlight and gelled flash light a car 
interior. Nikon D500, AF-S NIKKOR 24-120mm 
ƒ/4G ED VR, 1/30 sec., ƒ/11, ISO 800 

BELOW: A speedlight and orange gel simulate 
sunlight. Nikon D810, AF-S NIKKOR 18-35mm 
ƒ/3.5-4.5G ED, 1/200 sec., ƒ/2.8, ISO 200

Create Sunlight
How many hours have you waited at a 
location praying the sun would come 
out? Sometimes it’s only an hour before 
the clouds part and beautiful sunlight 
bathes the landscape in warm light. 
Other times you might wait days or 
even weeks hoping for a glimpse of 
sunlight. Wouldn’t it be nice if you could 
create your own sunlight? Bring your 
flash along, and you have that ability. 
Granted, we’re talking about smaller 
scenes, but creating “speedlight sun” 
can save the day. Need some sunlight 
streaming through the background of 
your portrait? No problem. How about 
adding a ray of sun on the forest floor? 
Check; easy to do with a speedlight. 

Here’s how I create sun using a speed-
light. First, I zoom the flash head to a 
narrow beam of light. Generally, we 
associate sunlight with defined rays of 
light; zooming your flash head to 100mm 
or more will produce a narrow shaft of 
light. Next, I decide how warm I want 
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my “sunlight” to look. Since I really like 
the warm sunlight of morning and eve-
ning, I use one to two CTO gels over my 
flash. A CTO has a slight orange color, 
and using two will give you warm light 
similar to early-morning sunshine.

Two situations where I like to use 
warm sunlight created by my flash are 
portraits and small landscape scenes. 
For portraits, I often like to use a softbox 
as my main light on my subject, and use 
a second flash with two CTO gels aimed 
at my subject’s back. The background 

flash creates a warm glow similar to 
early-morning light. With landscapes, 
I snoot my gelled flash to create a very 
narrow beam of light and place it almost 
on the ground aimed perpendicular 
to my subject. This low angle creates 
strong shadows and emphasizes texture, 
similar to what a beam of sun would do.

Reduce Contrast
Earlier I mentioned an advantage of 
flash is creating contrast. The opposite is 
also true; sometimes you want to reduce 
contrast and add fill-flash to a scene. If 
you’ve ever tried to photograph subjects 
wearing hats in bright sun, you know 
how important this is. Fill-flash will 
reduce shadows but not overpower the 
scene or background. Some speedlights 
have a fill-flash mode; other units may 
require you to reduce the power output 
to get the right amount of flash. For 
nature photographers, this can be very 
helpful. Photographing birds in a thick 
forest canopy is difficult. The birds are 

in shadow while the background sky is 
very bright, creating disastrous spotty 
contrast. By adding fill-flash you can 
bring out the birds in deep shadow and 
reduce contrast with the bright sky. Try 
using a Better Beamer flash extender to 
project your flash long distances from 
your camera. 

Final Thoughts
Simple speedlights and hybrid LED/
flash systems offer many creative 
possibilities for photographers. Sure, 
they do add weight to your photo 
backpack, but in the end, would you 
rather carry a slightly lighter pack and 
miss a great shot, or carry an extra 
pound and create an award-winning 
image? For me, the answer is simple; 
I’m bringing my flash along. DPP

To see more of Tom Bol’s photography 
and learn about workshop opportunities, 
visit his website, tombolphoto.com, and 
follow him on Instagram @tombolphoto

A Better Beamer adds fill light in a contrasty 
scene. Nikon D800, AF-S NIKKOR 80-400mm 
ƒ/4.5-5.6 G ED VR, 1/125 sec., ƒ/7.1, ISO 500 
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While many software companies release demo 
footage of what their new products are 
capable of, few have done so at the level 
of Red Giant Films with the recent 
release of an ambitious sci-fi comedy 
short film called Hewlogram, which 
can be viewed here: youtube.com/
watch?v=KbK3CFkcBr4. The 5:22- 
long film follows the antics of a 
modern-day animator who accidentally 
generates a holographic, crime-fighting 
superhero. The character, played by 
Stargate: Atlantis alumnus David 
Hewlett, is generated by a “freak 
accident, involving highly unlikely, one-
of-a-kind circumstances.” What makes 
the film interesting, besides the high-

concept comedy, is that Red Giant’s new 
Universe 2.2 plug-ins and transitions 
were liberally used throughout the film 
to create interesting, retro-styled looks. 

I asked Aharon Rabinowitz, execu-
tive producer for Red Giant Films, 
how the idea to create the film devel-
oped. “It all happened because David 
Hewlett, who has been in some of my 
favorite sci-fi films and TV shows, like 
Stargate: Atlantis, Dark Matter and Rise 
of the Planet of the Apes, reached out to 
Red Giant. It turns out he’s a big fan 
of our films and loves visual effects. 
He’s watched a ton of our tutorials and 
thought it would be fun to work on 
something with us. The challenge was 

that I didn’t have any ideas at the time 
and had never directed, and I didn’t 
want to just do something for the sake 
of making something. I wanted to make 
something good that we would both 
enjoy doing together. We actually spent 
about five months just communicating 
as friends before the idea surfaced—
probably because that’s when I got com-
fortable enough with Hewlett to expose 
my true level of geekiness.” 

As you watch the film, and as you can 
tell by the title, holograms play an inte-
gral part in the story. Rabinowitz con-
fesses, “Ever since I was 3 years old, I have 
been fascinated with holograms. That’s 
when I first saw Princess Leia, reaching 

Red Giant Universe 2.2
To showcase the new features of the GPU-accelerated plug-in series 

for editors and motion graphics artists, Red Giant creates the short 

film Hewlogram    By Dan Brockett

64 | HDVideoPro.com



out to Obi-Wan Kenobi for help. But in 
1983, my fascination turned to obsession 
when Chuck Wagner became the first 
living hologram in the visually stunning 
but short-lived TV show Automan. That 
show sealed the deal. I’ve spent years 
learning about and hyper-focused on 
holograms. How obsessed am I? Enough 
that I co-created Red Giant Holomatrix, 
which has become the definitive indus-
try tool for creating Star Wars-like holo-
grams and the like. I think that people 
like the way it looks, but they can also 
feel how much love went into making 
that tool what it is. So when Hewlett 
asked me again about working on a 
short together, I naturally turned to my 
obsession and cranked out a ridiculous 
script about a holographic TV superhero 
from the 1980s appearing in the current 
day and sent it off. He loved it, and then 
I suddenly had to make a film, which I 
had never done before. I mean, yeah, as 
a writer/producer, sure, but it’s not the 
same thing as actually having a film and 
carrying a vision from start to end.”

It’s rare that a piece of market-
ing takes on a life of its own, but  
Hewlogram answers one of my own com-
plaints about most marketing and demo 
reels. They’re usually heavy on visu-

als and light on story. The film is very 
entertaining to watch, and you forget, 
at times, that it was mainly conceived 
to market Red Giant’s products. By the 
time you’ve finished watching the film, 
you begin to wonder about how some of 
the effects were created. 

When asked about the reaction to 
Hewlogram so far, Rabinowitz replies, 
“As I’ve been working on it, I’ve shown 
it to many people across the film/VFX 
industry (and beyond) for feedback, and 
the reaction has been amazing. In fact, 
it seems to resonate with people far bet-
ter than I could ever have imagined or 
hoped for at the beginning of the proj-

ect. Whether it’s because it reminds 
folks what it was like staying up on a 
Saturday night to watch ridiculous sci-fi 
TV shows as a kid, or because they iden-
tify with my character as an artist strug-
gling to do good work with a tough cli-
ent, or because they just like the visuals, 
I’m thrilled at how much great feedback 
I’ve gotten.”

Some of that praise included prime 
real estate on the Syfy Wire home page, 
and The Nerdist’s Chris Hardwick call-
ing Hewlogram “Pitch Perfect ’80s.”
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A low-tech greenscreen allowed Red Giant 
Universe 2.2 to create high-tech effects.



Rabinowitz explains some of the 
design impetus for the effects, noting, 
“While almost every one of these tools 
was created because, internally, we at 
Red Giant wanted these cool things for 
ourselves, it turns out that the demand 
for them is far higher than you’d prob-
ably imagine. Red Giant Universe is 
our fastest-growing product from both 
the software side and the customer side. 
More and more people are using it every 
day, and we add new stuff far more fre-
quently than any product. And while we 
can’t see what people are making with 
the tools (unless they share it with us), our 
metrics let us know what tools are being 
used the most—which is important 
because it tells us what tools people want 
more of. By far, the Universe Stylization 
tools like VHS, Holomatrix, Glitch and 
Retrograde are the most popular ones we 
have. Transitions are also really popular, 
which is why, for Universe 2.2, we’ve cre-
ated a ton of new transitions based on 
our stylization tools, like VHS transition 
or Retrograde Transition.” 

The one stand-out effect from  
Hewlogram, for me, is the body suit 
effect reminiscent of Tron. I asked  

Rabinowitz how they were created. 
“As the centerpiece for the film,” he 

says, “this effect needed to look like it 
came out of the ’80s, but they were using 
completely different tools back then, and 
it’s hard to re-create those analog effects 
with digital tools. But, thankfully, ILM 
veteran and Red Giant Creative Direc-
tor Stu Maschwitz did some ’80s spe-
cial effects research, and then he sent 
me a video of a hologram boot that felt 
’80s legit, and once I saw it, I knew we 
could apply the same principles he used 
to a bodysuit and make this work. We 
bought a pair of Chroma Blue Bodysuits 
from chromakeysuit.com and, after some 
camera tests, our costume and props 
designer, Jason Parish, slavishly painted 
black lines on the suits for the final look. 
The compositing and visual effects were 
done in Adobe After Effects.

“For the Hologram suit, I keyed out 
the blue with Primatte Keyer and used 
the footage as an Alpha Inverted Matte 
to reveal a layer of Trapcode Particular 
Particles from Stu’s example. I created 
some off-centered white mattes so it 
looked like the effect didn’t line up per-
fectly, as it might happen when doing 

this kind of effect with analog tools, 
and then I composited that on top of 
Hewlett with a screen-blending mode. 
Then I applied Red Giant Universe’s 
Holomatrix for the holographic look—
such as the scan lines and flickering dis-
tortions—and, to top it off, I added the 
most ’80s blue glow ever.”

Rabinowitz enlisted a team of collabo-
rators to help him realize his vision. As a 
first-time director, he felt it important to 
stick with what he knew he was capable 
of doing on his own, but assembling the 
right team to help him realize his vision 
was crucial to the project’s success. 

“People always talk about wanting to 
try something beyond their skillset to 
grow,” he says. “For a VFX artist, trying 
new things is critical to become better. 
However, in this case, I felt that being 
a first-time director was so far outside 
of my comfort zone that, from a VFX 
standpoint, I would be foolish not to stick 
to what I believed I could already do on 
my own (with the exception of a few 
areas, where I knew I could get help). 
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The effects team used Red Giant Universe to 
easily create a CG-heavy shoot.



Don’t get me wrong; while I was pretty 
sure I could pull off all of this, I had 
never done a bunch of it. It was all theo-
retical, and there were a few times my 
plans didn’t work out as expected. But I 
also prepared and tested a lot before we 
shot, and that made all the difference. By 
the time we actually filmed, I had spent 
a month doing test runs on anything 
that I thought would be problematic. It 
saved me a ton of trouble later in post. 
And my producer, Ian Voglesong, and 
cinematographer, Alex Corn, were both 
super-helpful in this process.

“Any shot where it was not practical to 
light the suit evenly was a lot of tedious 
hard work, because keying alone was 
not going to work. In those cases, Ryan 
Welborn rotoscoped the blue suit parts, 
and then I did the same holographic 
VFX treatment I talked about earlier. 
Also, the two 3D shots in the film—
the space ship shooting at us and the 
exploding Killbot—were a bit outside 
my skillset. Thankfully, Daniel Hashi-
moto from Action Movie Kid and Brian 
Behm from Rooster Teeth were very 
willing to help me out, and those are 
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two of the most fun shots in the film.”
As a longtime user of Red Giant’s 

Magic Bullet Looks Suite, I was inter-
ested to see what Red Giant’s transition 
and effects suite looked like. I down-
loaded Red Giant Universe 2.2 and took 
a couple of hours to explore it. Universe 
features quite a diverse and robust tool-
set that can be used for simple, mundane 
tasks, such as animating logos or correct-
ing fisheye distortion with GoPro foot-
age, all the way to creating sophisticated 
motion graphics like heads-up displays 
and a degraded ’80s TV look. The effects 
are intuitive and relatively easy to use. 

The suite currently features 76 tools 
and is designed to run on most host edit-
ing applications on the market, includ-
ing Adobe After Effects, Premiere Pro 
CC, FCP X, Apple Motion, AVID 
Media Composer, MAGIX Vegas, 
DaVinci Resolve and HitFilm Pro. As 
you go through the application, effects 
like VHS, Retrograde Carousel, Glitch 
and Holomatrix II allow you to distort 
and stylize your footage, while Motion 
Graphic elements can be generated, like 
HUD components, Line, Knoll Light 
Factory EZ and Fractal Background. 
The suite also features numerous styl-
ized transitions, like Exposure Blur and 
Glitch Transitions, which can give your 
footage a highly stylized and/or retro 
feel, and which were perfect for linking 
the scenes in Hewlogram.

When asked if he has greater direc-
torial ambitions with the success of the 
Hewlogram, Rabinowitz replies, “It’s 
funny; I would not have said I wanted 
to be a director. I certainly have wanted 
to try my hand at directing, but wasn’t 
convinced I could do a good job. I am 
very confident as a VFX artist and good 
at problem solving in that venue. But 
problem solving in VFX is very differ-
ent than problem solving on set—which 
is much more in the moment. I didn’t 
know if I could do that well. It’s what 
I was most worried about. But when a 
guy like David Hewlett enthusiastically 
invites you to work with him, it throws 
every bad excuse to not do it to the wind. 
I warned him ahead I would probably 
suck at it, but he kept encouraging me 
throughout the process. He has been a 
great friend and mentor. Having a good 
team makes all the difference. Every 
single person I worked with on this proj-
ect was professional and super-positive. I 
really felt that they all had my back and 
believed in me. I’ve enjoyed working on 
Hewlogram more than any project I’ve 
ever worked on. As a writer/director, you 
collaborate with creative people at every 
level of production, and I would abso-
lutely love to repeat the experience.” 

Red Giant Universe 2.2 is available 
for download at redgiant.com/universe/ 
pricing for $99 per year or for $20 
per month. HDVP
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The demo reel for Red Giant Universe 2.2, Hewlogram was created 
’80s-style, with tongue firmly planted in cheek.



68 | HDVideoPro.com

There are new realities to face when it 
comes to utilizing wireless microphone 
systems for video and sound 
professionals today. In the U.S., the 
Federal Communication Commission 
has been engaged in an ongoing mission 
to auction off most or eventually the 
entire wireless UHF spectrum to the 
highest bidder. Unfortunately, for us, 
the UHF spectrum is where almost 
all professional wireless microphone 
systems operate. In 2008, the FCC 
auctioned off the 700 MHz spectrum 
to HD broadcasters. In 2017, the 600 
MHz spectrum was auctioned off to 
mobile data services. Audio companies 
like Sennheiser, Audio-Technica and 
Lectrosonics don’t have the financial 
resources to become players in 
bidding for spectrum against global 
conglomerates like T-Mobile, Verizon 
and AT&T, so it seems likely that in the 
longer term this wholesale pillaging of 
the available wireless UHF spectrum 
by the FCC will continue unabated. 

New Solutions
What’s a sound mixer or video producer 
to do for solutions to record wireless 
audio if the UHF wireless spectrum 
continues to be sold off? There have 
been some wireless microphone 
systems hitting the market over the 
past few years that operate in the 2.4 
GHz WiFi spectrum (RØDE Video 
Wireless System) and in the 1.9 GHz 
spectrum (Sennheiser AVx systems), 
but some users have had mixed results 
with either system. For situations where 
wireless microphone systems just aren’t 
practical or feasible, Lectrosonics has 
introduced the PDR (Portable Digital 
Recorder). While other manufacturers 

have introduced products that fulfill 
this role—the Tascam DR-10L 
comes to mind, as I own one—the 
PDR recorder can travel with your 
subject and capture professional-
quality audio, synchronized with 
timecode. This feature automatically 
relegates the PDR to a different class 
of performance from the Tascam, as it 
should. Keep in mind, the Tascam sells 
for under $200 while the Lectrosonics 
sells for around $750. The Tascam is 
all plastic, while the PDR is machined 
from aluminum. The Tascam operates 
with its own real-time counter while 
the PDR can be jam-synced with any 
professional timecode source via its 
Lemo connector. The two products are 
intended to operate in a similar fashion, 
but that’s where the similarities end. 

Enter The PDR 
Its diminutive size and rounded corners 
make the PDR unobtrusive and easy to 
place in wardrobe and garments, and 
easy to conceal when used as a “plant” 
microphone to capture environmental 
or location sound. The PDR records in 
24-bit, 48 kHz digital onto a microSD 
card (HC type) in the industry-
standard .wav (Broadcast Wave File) 
format. The PDR can be jammed to 
external time code, and a headphone 
output jack allows for monitoring the 
signal input or listening to previously 
recorded files. The PDR’s input 
connector is an industry-standard 
TA5M jack that accepts any mic or line 
level signal, and provides bias voltage 
to power a wide variety of electret 
lavalier microphones. The input 
connection and wiring is compatible 
with microphones pre-wired for use 

with Lectrosonics professional wireless 
microphone transmitters with servo 
bias-type inputs.

The Lowdown
Setup and adjustment are made 
through a simple and intuitive interface 
via the keypad and LCD. The PDR 
runs for over six hours on a single 
lithium AAA battery. I decided to 
put the PDR through its paces on 
two different video shoots. We didn’t 
have a sound mixer on the crew for 
any of the shoots, and even though 
we were utilizing wired and wireless 
microphones for all three shoots, I 
wanted to compare and contrast the 
sound that the PDR was recording and 
compare it to the camera sound. The 
first shoot utilized a RED WEAPON 
6K cinema camera, and the second 
utilized a Canon EOS C200 Digital 
Cinema Camera. Fortunately, I own a 
Tram TR-50B lavalier microphone that 
I had wired for Lectrosonics wireless 
transmitters. I plugged in the Tram to 
the PDR, and it worked perfectly. 

In The Field
For the first project, utilizing the 
RED WEAPON, we were shooting 
interviews and B-roll at an open house 
for a radio station. If you’ve shot using 
a RED camera, you’ll know that while 
RED has improved its overall audio 

Audio Assist:  
Lectrosonics Portable Digital Recorder (PDR)
With an intuitive and well-crafted design,  

the recorder offers a high level of sound quality  

with time-code recording at a nice price    By Dan Brockett
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this shoot, we used the Canon EOS 
C200 camera and ran a Tram TR-50B 
hardwired into the C200, in addition 
to running the Tram TR-50B into the 
PDR and double-miking the talent. 
With this shoot, reviewing the audio in 
the edit bay, utilizing Genelec 1030A 
monitors, the Lectrosonics sounded 
slightly better than the C200’s but 
not by as large of a margin as it was 

for the RED WEAPON footage. The 
sound from the PDR was still more 
open and transparent and less gritty 
than the C200 audio, but there wasn’t 
a huge difference. 

Operationally, the Lectrosonics PDR 
is pretty straightforward and simple 
to use. The soft-touch buttons on the 
unit respond only to deliberate press-
ing, which is a good thing, as you don’t 
want the PDR pressing up against your 
talent or wardrobe and shutting off or 
stopping the recording. The PDR comes 
with and requires a Class 10 microSD 
card. The 16 GB SanDisk unit provided 
with the PDR worked fine with no 
errors, glitches or issues.  

Recorder Versus Wireless
This is the part of the review where 
we discuss the inherent limitations to 
devices like the PDR. It’s a stand-alone 
recorder, and because of that, you can’t 
wirelessly monitor the audio the unit 
is recording. This means that clothes 
rubbing on the microphone, ambient 
noise issues, cable noise or level 
adjustments, if needed, are not possible 
to hear as your talent does their thing. 
It means that, at the end of a scene, 
you have to plug in headphones and 
carefully listen to the entire take to 
make sure the audio is usable. Since 
the PDR has a headphone output jack, 

technically you could hook it up to a 
wireless system to monitor what the 
unit is recording, but to do so would 
kind of defeat the whole concept of 
the product being small, lightweight 
and simple, not to mention adding a 
wireless transmitter would be more 
expensive. The PDR works beautifully, 
but the bug in the ointment is that for 
many users, not being able to monitor 

the sound it’s recording relegates it 
to backup for a wireless microphone 
system or for low-risk, low-stakes 
shoots where a re-shoot to fix bad 
audio wouldn’t be the end of the world. 

The PDR is a beautifully crafted, 
intuitive, simple and great-sounding 
recorder, and I would expect nothing 
less from Lectrosonics. Whether or 
not your usage of it is the right solu-
tion for your situation depends on the 
circumstances you’re shooting under. 
Many people feel that for crucial 
shoots where you only get one chance 
to record a subject, not being able to 
monitor is too big of a risk to take. But, 
for some uses, a small recorder can be 
very handy. Most of the Lectrosonics 
wireless microphone systems retail 
for about $3,500 and up, so being able 
to obtain this level of sound quality, 
with operational simplicity, timecode 
recording and that great-sounding 
Lectrosonics mic pre-amp at this price 
is nothing short of amazing. HDVP

Writer, producer and cinematographer 
Dan Brockett’s two decades of work in 
documentary film and behind the scenes 
for television and feature films have 
informed his writing about production 
technology for HDVideoPro Magazine, 
Digital Photo Pro Magazine and 
KenStone.net. Visit danbrockett.com.

quality over the first generation of RED 
cameras, audio, as a whole, isn’t a prime 
consideration for most RED users, simply 
because usually they’re shooting with a 
professional sound mixer to an outboard 
recorder. In comparing the sound 
recorded with the Lectrosonics PDR 
with the RED WEAPON’s sound, we 
could clearly hear that the sound quality 
of the PDR audio was superior, with 
more dynamic range, a better signal-to-
noise ratio and much less hiss when the 
signal was highly amplified. Not a huge 
surprise there—Lectrosonics has yet to 
make a poor-sounding audio product in 
my 20-plus years of experience using its 
products. The specs for the PDR bear 
this out, with a 105 dB(A) signal-to-
noise (in HD mono mode), with <0.035 
percent distortion.

For the second shoot utilizing the 
PDR, we shot interviews on a beach 
at sunset, very close to the water, with 
lots of ambient sound challenges. For 

Its diminutive size and rounded corners make the PDR unobtrusive and 
easy to place in wardrobe and garments, and easy to conceal when used 
as a “plant” microphone to capture environmental or location sound.
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The Black & White Issue

 By David Schloss 

LookingForward

 The true magic of photography 
has always been best embodied 
with black-and-white photog-

raphy. Already an abstraction, photog-
raphy takes a three-dimensional space 
and reduces it to a two-dimensional one, 
altering and simultaneously improving 
the actual world through the process. 

Monochrome photography takes this 
another step, reducing even further the 
connection between the subject and the 
resulting artwork, and at the same time, 
the removal of colors can make images 

even more true to life than a color photo 
would. I think this is similar to the 
“uncanny valley” effect in computer ren-
derings of a face—the more a computer-
generated model looks like a real person, 
the more the human mind rejects it. 
That’s why characters in video games 
can look both realistic and hollow at the 
same time. Remove some of that reality, 
and our mind fills in the blanks. 

I think that by removing colors our 
mind fills in the vibrance and brightness 
of the world in a way that a color pho-

tograph can’t come close to reproducing.
In our next issue, we’ll dive into the 

masters of black-and-white photogra-
phy, the techniques needed to create suc-
cessful and stunning images, and ways 
to take your own artistic explorations 
into a realm of creativity, unleashing the 
magic of this ethereal artistic form.  DPP

You can follow David Schloss on 
Twitter and Instagram @davidjschloss
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