From Simple Tools to
Deliberate Mastery

A Practical Guide to Studio Lighting, Inspired by Don Giannatti.




The Myth: “You need a $10,000 studio to create beautiful images.”

We're often shown tutorials from big studios with expensive gear. This creates the
false impression that high-quality photography requires massive investment. It doesn't.
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“I don’t want you guys to get the idea that you have to have a Broncolor or you have to have
a Profoto to do photography. Nothing could be further from the truth.” - Don Giannatti
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Your Versatile DIY Lighting Kit (For Under $100)

Lights

Classic aluminum reflector lamp

Two $10 reflector lamps from Home
Depot (tungsten) or basic LED shop lights
(60 lumens minimum).

Note: Tungsten gets hot! Keep it 12" from
scrims and use a small fan to prevent
fires.

Grip
Roslindale Display

A bag of assorted clamps from Harbor
Freight ($14 for 10).
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Modifiers

Roslindale Display

Scrim: Build your own. A 3x3 ft frame is
good, 4x4 ft is perfect. Use 1x2" furring
strips, not pre-stretched artist canvas

(it's too thick).

Fill/Flag Cards: Cheap foam core or poster
board from Hobby Lobby or Target. Get two
white and two black. Forget the $90 V-flats.

Surface

Roslindale Display
An inexpensive folding card table.

Pro-tip: Stabilize flimsy tables with
homemade sandbags or gallon jugs filled
with water.
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The One Law That
Governs Every Photon

Understanding the Inverse Square
Law is the key to controlling light.

Light falls off in a predictable way. As you
double the distance from a light source,
that light spreads to cover four times the
area. This means its intensity is only
one-quarter as strong.

Double the distance = a two-stop loss
of light.

X (e.q., 2 ft)

2X (e.q., 4 ft)
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The Law in Practice:
Why 6 Inches Can Change Everything

Dramatic Falloft \ Flatter Light
From the middle of the tomato to the edge of The falloff is now only a third of a stop. The light
the shadow, the light drops off a full stop. IS more even, but the shadow becomes sharper

as the relative size of the light source shrinks.
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How to Fix the Most Common Group Photo Mistake

The Mistake
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Exposure: f/8

With the light close, the people in the back are
two stops darker because of rapid light falloff.

The Fix
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Exposure: f/5.6

By moving the light away, the distance difference
between rows becomes negligible. The light across
the group is now even.
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Welcome to the Lab:
Your Experimental S@tllp - Fiag (Black Card)

The following missions are designed to build your
intuitive understanding of light. Shoot tethered
if you can. Keep a log. There is no “right”
answer, only learning.
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Mission 1: The Subject & Source Dance

To observe how changing the distance of the subject and the scrim affects shadow quality and exposure.

Part A: The Scrim Walk

Place your subject at the 4-inch mark. Start with your scrim at the
8-inch mark. Take a shot. Move the scrim back to 12", then 16", then

20", taking a shot at each interval.

Observe: Watch how the quality and hardness of the shadow

changes.

— =

| ' |

I :

_?. / i
. I
e N ii |
|

- '

l|I1||I1||I|||I1||ll|

4" 8 ks 16" 2

-
—

Part B: The Subject Walk

Reset the scrim to the 8-inch mark. Start with your subject at the
4-inch mark. Take a shot. Move the subject back to 8", then 12",

Observe: Notice the dramatic change in exposure. In just a few
inches, you can lose more than a full stop of light.
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Mission 2: Mastering the Fill Card

To understand how the position of a fill card changes its function from filling shadows to creating highlights.

Experiment 1:
Standard Fill
| -
N\ 4
o (e
Main Light 5 e
Subject Fill Card

Place the fill card opposite the main
light. Move it closer and farther away.

Observe: Notice how it brightens the
shadow side of the subject.

Experiment 2:
The Kicker

o- Q/\

Maln Light
Subject

Move the fill card to the side and
slightly behind the subject.

Observe: See how it creates a subtle
rim of light (“kicker”) that separates
the subject from a dark background.

Experiment 3:
The V-Card

Main Light _ ;
Subject Fill Card

If you have a hinged card, place itin a
'V" shape around the front/side of the
subject.

Observe: This provides both fill and a
subtle rim light from a single card.
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Mission 3: The Art of Deliberate Control

“If you’re not using flags on your set, I don’t
trust your lighting.” - Don Giannatti

Move your main light back to 4 feet Bff,ﬂie ; ]
from the scrim. : )
Notice how the light e ’
now ‘spills’ past the scrim, potentially Y =) BeKgrendial
lighting your background.
After
Place a black card (a flag) to block g e
this spill. ""’“‘ ' 1
Flag 5
Scrim

Observe: The light on the subject remains unchanged, but you have gained full
control over your background. This is the essence of sculpting light.

& NotebooklLM



Everything Must
Be Deliberate

Being a master isn't about having the
best gear; it's about intention. It's
knowing exactly what you want and
exactly how the light will behave at a
precise moment.

Photographer Cole Weston was hired for
a Ford F-150 campaign. The crew set up
up the truck and waited. The art director
grew anxious. Cole waited... waited...

until his assistant said, “We're close.” Cole
exposed two sheets of film and said, “It's
a wrap.” His was the only shot in the
campaign to win an award. He was
deliberate.
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Case Study: The Power of Relative Size

The scrim isn't objectively a massive light source, but it is massive relative to the
mushroom. This proximity and scale create an incredibly soft, wrapping light that feels intimate
and detailed. To the mushroom, the scrim is a huge window.
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Case Study: Creating Drama with a Hotspot

A grid was placed on the light
source behind the scrim.

i

The grid focuses the beam, creating a bright “hotspot” in the center of the scrim. This creates the dramatic
highlight and falloff on the subject. The rest of the scrim, illuminated by the flare from the light, acts as a gentle,
overall fill. The final glow was added in post-production by masking the highlights and lowering clarity and dehaze.
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Case Study: No Scrim? No Problem.

Here, the whiteboard *becomes* the main light source. It's a perfect example of the
"Angle of Incidence = Angle of Reflection" rule. The light is soft, directional, and created
with the most basic materials. A light source is simply anything that reflects light.
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The Only Three Rules in
Photography That Matter

1. The Inverse Square Law
2. Angle of Incidence = Angle of Retlection

3. The Sunny 16 Rule

The Fibonacci spiral, the rule of thirds... they're suggestions. These three are physics. The rest is
composition. Now, go experiment. Be deliberate. Show us something we haven‘t seen before.
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