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MAKING
NATURE

A lighting exercise turned into a serious piece of problem-solving for Terry 
Ryan, who needed to fi nd a way to freeze the action in the scene he was shooting

Words: Bill Ellis Pictures: Terry Ryan

FROZEN IN TIME
SOMETIMES LIGHTING has a bigger 

job to do than simply illuminate 
a set or a scene. In a studio 

situation, for example, it can be made 
to act as the shutter for the camera 
and, in this role, it is capable of freezing 
an instant in time that could not be 
captured any other way.

We visited photographer Terry Ryan 
in the April issue of DPPro, when we 
took a general look at his work and saw 
how he had tackled three very different 
shoots. This time Terry had some very 
specifi c problem-solving to do, and 
it was his mastery of lighting plus a 
selection of specialist high-performance 
equipment which ultimately helped him 
to complete what had turned into a very 
challenging shoot indeed.  

“I had been commissioned to do a 
shoot for the food company Napolina,” 
says Terry. “It was a very exacting brief 
and one that presented new challenges. 
The company’s products – chopped 
tomatoes, olive oil and fusilli pasta – 
were to be photographed bursting out 
from their packaging. Initially I thought 
no problem, the fl ash will be fast 
enough to freeze the action, but once 
I had carried out some test shots to 
try out my lighting and to work out an 
overall look for the shoot, I discovered 
that my conventional Broncolor studio 
fl ash was not, in this case, going to 
be up to the job. Something had to be 
done: after all, there are no prizes for 
second best in advertising!”

Terry had to come up with a 
solution – very fast. The job was about 
to start, the product was in the studio, 

 RIGHT Terry was commissioned 
by the food company Napolina to 
create some striking new images
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deadlines had been agreed, and the 
campaign had been planned with the 
media booked. No pressure there then!

“I found out that controlling fl ash 
duration was the key to getting the 
shots we needed,” says Terry. “You tend 
to think that fl ash is just fl ash – instant 
and capable of freezing a moment. 
Normally that’s exactly what it is, but in 
this situation, in order to stop the action 
of very fast-moving food, it was clear 
that the fl ash would have to be of very 
short duration. 

“Having spent a couple of hours 
researching and looking on the Bron 
website I saw the superb work of Lois 
Greenfi eld. Although she specialises in 
dance photography I discovered that she 
was addressing my problem and she 
had come up with exactly the solution 
I was looking for. I found out that the 
Broncolor Grafi t A2 pack was what I 
needed to give me the fl ash duration 
control necessary. Furthermore I would 

be able to use it without any special or 
modifi ed lamp bases”

Terry was shooting on his Hasselblad 
with a Phase One back and a 120mm 
macro lens. The aperture was f/22 and 
the camera was synced at 1/500sec 
although the shutter speed could have 
been set much slower since the only 
light that would fall on the subject 
would be there for just 1/4000sec. 

That was one problem solved, but 
Terry still had to devise a way to propel 
the product from its container effectively 
and in a consistent fashion for the shot 
to work, and it was clear that he would 
have to go through the process many 
times over before the shots would 
be in the bag. The key to the whole 
shoot, Terry realised, was to marry 
totally consistent lighting with a highly 
predictable projection of the product 
from its packaging. By this stage it was 
clear that what had started out as an 
apparently simple shot had now turned 
into a very challenging project.

“Terry still had to 
devise a way to 

propel the product 
from its container 
effectively and in a 
consistent fashion 

for the shot to work”
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After the 
fi rst day of 
shooting, 
all Terry’s 
clothes had 
to be thrown 
away and it 
took hours to 
clean up the 
mess
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“We tried different ways of 
discharging the product, one potential 
solution being to rely on gravity and 
then rotate the fi nal image, but it 
lacked the impact that had been 
envisaged by the art director, Paul 
Wallett of Big Communication. We 
commissioned an engineer to build a 
ram that was linked to a compressor 
with a trigger device, and this gave us 
the ability to explode the product in a 
controlled way for each shot.

“A shooting table was rigged and 
sheeted, but this proved to be woefully 
inadequate and, after the fi rst day, all 
clothing had to be thrown away and 
several hours were spent cleaning the 
studio and clearing the mess off the 
camera and lights. At least one bin liner 
of product was dumped each day as 
fresh product was used for each take.”

There were also specifi c problems 
to be overcome relating to the products 
that were being used. The olive oil, 
for example, had to be heated by a 
predetermined amount to change its 
viscosity in order to achieve the desired 
effect in terms of liquid fl ow and 
appearance as it was being shot out of 
the container by the compressor-driven 
ram. Naturally it was also necessary to 
prepare a new container of oil for use 
in each take.

If you take a look at the behind-
the-scenes images here, you can see 
where the lighting was positioned to 

“We tried different ways of 

get a good punchy look which would 
bring out the texture in the scene and 
make the product visually attractive, as 
opposed to looking grungy. Ultimately 
the products had to live up to the 
concept of the strap line – ‘bursting’.

Terry also had to do tests on the 
actual packaging shots. Obviously the 
packaging in the fi nal image had to 
look pristine to further reinforce the 
concept of the contents bursting from 
the pack. 

The packaging and the product 
images were eventually stripped 
together in Photoshop so that both 
images would appear as one.

The Lights
Several test shots and bin liners later 
Terry had determined that 1/4000sec 
was the ideal fl ash duration to enable 
the action to be frozen, while retaining 
a look that was exciting and capable of 
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capturing the attention of the viewer in 
the fi nal full-page advertisement.

As you can see from the setup shots, 
there was a Broncolor Boxlite 40 to the 
left of the product to bring out the shape 
and the texture of the packaging while 
creating a clean highlight. You can also 
see a number of tall striplite-shaped 
pieces of cardboard, designed to appear 
only as light or dark areas in the glass 
bottle. This technique helps to defi ne 
shape, while the refl ectors are carefully 
placed to accentuate form and to subtly 
control contrast in parts of the subject.

Once all the technical problems had 
been worked out, the actual shoot and 
positioning of the lights was relatively 
straightforward. The main light – a 
Pulso 4 3200J head – was positioned on 
the left behind some Rosco soft frost 
fi lm, which was used to protect the 
light head while still allowing a neutral 
balanced light source to be obtained. 
The Roscoe fi lm is a lot cheaper to 
replace after each messy shoot than 
Pulsofl ex diffusers!

It’s clear to see that necessity 
became the mother of invention on 
this particular job – and in solving the 
problems he was faced with Terry 
acquired another skill set and a little 
more experience at solving potentially 
tricky issues while under pressure. .

 CONTACT
TERRY RYAN

www.terryryan.co.uk
tryan@terryryan.co.uk
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 RIGHT Terry’s explosive images 
can be seen on billboards and in 
magazines across the country
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