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Michael Clark is an internationally published outdoor photographer specializing 
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mountaineers, kayakers, surfers and mountain bikers in remote locations around 

the world. He uses unique angles, bold colors, strong graphics and dramatic 

lighting to capture fleeting moments of passion, gusto, flair and bravado in the 
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wide.  
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ages are now produced with high-
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(September 2001), Nikon World Magazine (Summer 2006), Digital Photographer 

(UK, 2010), Rangefinder Magazine (Summer 2010) and New Mexico Magazine 

(2007) and many other magazines. Digital Photo Pro named Michael a Master of 

Adventure Photography in their December 2011 Master’s Issue. 
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na, Arc’teryx, and Camelbak. 

TESTIMONIALS ABOUT HIS WORK:

“You have some fine images, no doubt about it. I especially like the way you por-

tray the climber’s on the face of the wall—the angles really give a feel for what it 

is like to be there. You have some fine work!” 

– Kent Kobersteen, Renowned National Geographic Photo Editor 

“Michael is an excellent example of a photographer who is not only amazingly 

talented, but one who also has the vision and foresight to embrace new technol-

ogies and apply them to his daily business workings. If I had to describe Michael 

in one sentence, it might be: “Michael Clark is the Indiana Jones of photography, 

that is, if Indiana Jones had been an internet savvy marketer, and a talented pho-

tographer.” – Frederick Van Johnson, Adobe Systems, Inc.

Disclaimer: In the spirit of full disclosure I feel that I must tell the reader that I am 

sponsored by Elinchrom and the fine folks at MacGroup US here in the United 

States. They occasionally give me products for free and also give me whole-

sale discounts on other items. I also work with Nikon and have written for Nikon 

World magazine. I do not receive any Nikon products at a discount and buy all of 

my Nikon gear at the same prices everybody else pays. Regardless of my spon-

sors, in this e-book I will give my honest opinions about the gear I own and use 

as well as other brands that I have experience with. 
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P R E A M B L E

INTRODUCTION & OVERVIEW

‘I am not interested in shooting new things. I am inter-
ested to see things new.’    
          — ERNST HAAS



I N T R O D U C T I O N

Thank you for purchasing the second edition of Location Lighting for the 

Outdoor Photographer. Your support is greatly appreciated! This e-book 

includes much of what I know when it comes to using artificial lighting. Because 

the use of artificial lighting is a massive topic, this book is not an exhaustive work, 

nor is it meant to be. I am sure some of you may have different methods and 

experiences using artificial lighting than those laid out here. Your methods are 

just as valid as mine. The end result is all that matters. 

To start off with, let me say this: I do not consider myself to be a lighting “Master.” 

That may sound like a strange statement to make at the beginning of a book on 

lighting, but I just want to make that point clear because there are very few pho-

tographers that I would consider to be lighting masters. In this day and age, the 

photographers I would consider to be lighting masters include Annie Leibovitz, 

Albert Watson, Marco Grob, Andrew Eccles, Gregory Heisler, Dan Winters, Jill 

Greenberg, Nadav Kander, Frank Ockenfels 3, Brigitte Lacombe and several oth-

ers. You will notice that all of these photographers are portrait photographers for 

the most part, though most of them also shoot on location quite often. They are 

known for their lighting skills as much as they are for their images. For myself, I 

am known for my images, and some of those images happen to be lit. Hence, 

the distinction I am making here. Don’t get me wrong, I feel that my lighting 

skills are excellent. Otherwise, I wouldn’t take the time to write this book. As an 

adventure photographer, I use many of the same techniques that these lighting 

masters use and apply them in remote outdoor situations. 

There are obviously a lot of books on location lighting, but most of them, if not 

all of them, are specific to using artificial lighting for portrait photography. In 

this book, I will discuss how I use artificial lighting to light adventure sports and 

outdoor lifestyle type images. Along the way, we will also discuss using artifi-
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cial lighting on location to create portraits of those athletes in the outdoors as 

well.  While there are a few images in this book that were created in an actual 

studio setting there are also some images that were shot on white or black 

backgrounds that have a studio look to them but were not created in a studio 

setting. This book is all about how to take your lighting gear into the outdoors 

and create amazing images no matter what the ambient conditions are. I will 

discuss the specific gear options available, which options I choose and why, 

some basic tenets of lighting, give some sample setups that I have used often 

and then show how to use one light or multiple lights to build an image. We will 

discuss the use of Speedlights as well as battery-powered strobes. We will also 

dive into advanced lighting techniques like High Speed Sync (HSS), Hi-Sync (HS) 

and HyperSync.

You might notice that I have been using the term “artificial lighting” instead of 

“flash.” I have done this on purpose because for the outdoor and adventure 

photographer, flash is not the only light source we will use. In this book we will 

also talk about using reflectors, flashlights and headlamps to augment our light-

ing kit. In some situations, a simple reflector is all that is needed to augment the 

existing light. A flashlight can also be a powerful tool in the right situation. 

Before moving on, let me give you a little background on how my career devel-

oped and why I chose to incorporate artificial lighting into my images. I started 

my career as a professional photographer in 1996, before the digital revolution. 

Back in those days, using lighting on location required a Polaroid back and a big 

production for consistent results. Hence, my use of artificial lighting was spotty 

at best for the first five years or more of my career—as it was for most of us in 

the adventure genre. 

On occasion, between 2000 and 2004, I would meet with Rob Haggart, then the 

photo editor of Outside magazine, to discuss my work and possible assignments 
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with Outside. I remember quite clearly Rob saying that “none of us adventure 

photographers could light our way out of a paper bag.” He said this to make a 

point. As a photo editor, he was trying to tell me why he would choose a portrait 

photographer to go out and shoot an article for them instead of an adventure 

photographer. His message was that none of us adventure guys could really 

create decent portraits and his advice to me (at that time) was to buy a medium 

format camera and start working with artificial lighting. He pointed out that if I 

could create excellent portraits and shoot the action then I would be a lot more 

valuable to him as a photographer. It was sage advice. As soon as I could afford 

it, I went out and bought a Hasselblad and some Dynalite strobes. It took me a 

few years to get to the point where I was even remotely comfortable using lights, 

especially in the film days. Back then, you had to know how to use a light meter, 

especially since I never used a Polaroid back to take test images. 

Thankfully, when digital cameras (with decent resolution) came along it radically 

advanced my ability to learn about using artificial lighting and my skills advanced 

quickly. With digital cameras, we now have an instant preview. With digital 

technology, I started to shoot more and more with artificial lighting to separate 

my work from the other adventure photographers I was competing with. Truth 

be told, there was a small group of us in the rock climbing genre that started 

experimenting with strobes on location back in 2002 and 2003. At that time, the 

skateboarding photographers had been using strobes for quite some time. A 

number of us climbing photographers, interested in doing something different, 

saw what the skateboarding photographers were doing and thought we could 

apply those same lighting principals to our work in the climbing genre. At about 

the same time, I started shooting a wide variety of adventure sports and looked 

to apply my lighting skills to those other adventure sports as well. 

If you open any current climbing, skiing or mountain biking magazine you will 

find, at the very least, a few images that were lit using strobes or Speedlights. 
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Opposite Page: My early at-

tempts at using artificial light-

ing while shooting 35mm 

slide film were nothing to 

write home about. Mostly, 

as in the case of this image, 

I used Speedlights to add 

fill light in contrasty situa-

tions. Here, Steph Davis is 

cranking up a steep crack 

climb named Sweden-Ringle 

(5.12c) at Indian Creek in 

southern Utah.



It is now considered normal to light athletes in remote locations with battery-

powered strobes—at least among professional photographers. The digital 

revolution, along with incredibly powerful, easy to use Speedlights and battery-

powered strobes, have made it much easier to think about using artificial light-

ing in any situation. Artificial lighting might seem like a scary undertaking but 

with the new technology we now have there is a world of possibilities just waiting 

to be explored for the photographer willing to experiment. 

There are links to online resources and equipment throughout this book. Please 

note that a link is designated with underlined text. Also, the items in the table 

of contents are linked to each section of the book. Hence, if you need to get to 

a certain section quickly click on any of the items in the table of contents. This 

PDF is also searchable using Adobe Acrobat.  

I would very much appreciate it if you do not distribute this e-book to any one 

else without my permission—this took many hours, days and weeks to put 

together and represents over twenty years worth of hard work learning how to 

use artificial lighting. I appreciate your honesty and integrity regarding this book. 

This book is copyrighted and you can read the Notice of Rights in the opening 

pages of the book. With that said, as long as it is for your personal use please 

feel free to print it out and put it on as many computers or devices as you like. 

As I am not perfect I apologize up front if there are any spelling or grammatical 

errors. If you have any corrections, comments or suggestions please e-mail me 

at info@michaelclarkphoto.com. 

It is my sincere hope that this e-book will give you the confidence to create 

images you have never created before using artificial lighting and that you can 

use the skills outlined here in the toughest shooting conditions and still come 

away with stellar images. Thanks again for your support!

22 LOCATION LIGHTING FOR THE OUTDOOR PHOTOGRAPHER

mailto:info%40michaelclarkphoto.com?subject=Correction%20for%20Lightroom%20e-book


O V E R V I E W

As lighting is a complex topic, we will start out with the basics—including the 

range of gear available to the outdoor photographer. While it might be more fun 

to jump straight into the lighting techniques and how to set up a shot, without 

knowing the gear involved it would be hard to follow along. When I first started 

out I couldn’t tell you the difference between a grid spot and a beauty dish. 

There are a crazy number of options these days when it comes to artificial light-

ing and light modifiers. Hence, we will start out with the gear involved, and in 

particular we will demystify the terminology. If you are already fairly adept with 

lighting gear feel free to skip over Chapter 1, though you might be interested 

to read about some of the gear that I use and recommend. For the adventure 

photographer, half the battle is just getting everyone and all the pertinent gear 

to the shooting location. Often, carrying a few hundred pounds of lighting gear 

just isn’t possible. Luckily, there are a variety of solutions for every situation. At 

the end of Chapter 1, we will discuss which pieces of equipment are the best 

choices in terms of weight, light output, your budget, and the shooting situation.

In Chapter 2, we will dive in head first and discuss the fundamentals of lighting 

including the physics of light, the relationship of the flash to the subject, how to 

position your lights, how to shape the light, and finally how to build the image 

using one light and multiple lights. This chapter covers a ton of information and 

is a key chapter in the book for understanding how to control your lighting. 

In Chapter 3, we will discuss and show in detail actual lighting set ups. For each 

set up, I will include a detailed lighting diagram where appropriate and the final 

image so that you can see exactly how the lighting was set up to create the 

images shown in each section. These lighting set ups are both standard and 

non-standard setups—and range from basic to advanced levels of lighting. In 

essence this Chapter is where the rubber meets the road. I’ll be sure to discuss 

23INTRODUCTION & OVERVIEW



every aspect of how I built the lighting for each image. 

In Chapters 4, 5 and 6 we will discuss using reflectors and flashlights, Speed-

lights, and battery-powered strobes respectively. Each chapter will focus on one 

specific tool so that you can become comfortable using any and all of these 

artificial lighting options. All of these chapters will be filled with detailed lighting 

diagrams where needed to show how the final image was created. 

In Chapter 7, we will discuss advanced flash techniques that are very specific and 

highly dependant on having the right equipment. Here we will dive into High 

Speed Sync (HSS), HyperSync, and Hi-Sync (HS), all of which are cutting edge 

technologies useful for the outdoor photographer. We will also discuss using 

strobes which have Through the Lens metering (TTL), which are useful for light-

ing moving subjects. Lastly, in Chapter 8 we will discuss the process of learning 

to use artificial lighting, and how to take this knowledge and put it into practice.

Throughout this book I will be sure to offer up my advice for the outdoor pho-

tographer, since this book is aimed at taking studio lighting set ups and adapt-

ing those for the outdoors. If you read through this book and are still foaming 

at the mouth for more information, I occasionally teach lighting workshops and 

always include some amount of lighting technique in all of my workshops. You 

can check out my blog to see the workshops I have coming up. 

Of course, there are also a large number of other lighting workshops that can 

help you advance your lighting skills. I would suggest checking out the Santa 

Fe Workshops and the Maine Media Workshops as those are two of the big-

gest workshop facilities in the world and they often have top-notch instructors. 

Lighting workshops are especially helpful if you want to test out a variety of the 

expensive strobe options on the market. Without further ado, let’s jump into the 

next chapter and discuss lighting equipment. 
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This image of Dawn Glanc climbing a steep ice pillar in the Ouray Ice Park in Ouray, Colorado is a 

prime example of how using some of the new portable battery-powered strobes, with advanced light-

ing techniques like Hypersync or the new Hi-Sync technology, can help to create dramatic and other-

wise impossible looking images. I will discuss in detail how this image was created later in the book.


