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around the country, and took Andres on 
the road with nothing but an assistant, and 
a minivan full of designer clothing and 
equipment. Quon hired Andres for the job 
because she wanted the individual portraits 
to hint at a larger narrative.  

To prepare for the New York magazine 
shoot, which was an intense, fast job with 
lots of variables, Andres did test shoots near 

her home in Portland, Oregon to try different 
lighting scenarios. She sent the experiments 
to Quon, who found herself drawn, perhaps 
unsurprisingly, to the “slightly lit, slightly 
cinematic” shots.

Generally, Andres’s set-up includes a 
Profoto B1 Kit, with two or three Profoto 
strobes. For indoor shoots, she includes 
a Chimera lantern softbox, usually hung 

from the ceiling, which she feels emulates 
the light already available in a room. To get 
cinematic lighting, she’ll place a light at a 10 
or 15 degree angle to the camera, and a light 
in the back of the room, behind her subject. 
She also works with a 60-inch parabolic 
umbrella, a set of grids on the Profoto 
strobes and Cinefoil when she wants to 
further focus and snoot the light. To emulate 

Holly Andres approaches 
lighting with the eye of a 
painter. “I studied painting, 
and I look through the lens 

like a painter,” she says. “I oftentimes shoot 
on a tripod. I’m considering all the entirety of 
the frame and looking at the way the positive 
form interacts with the negative space.”

She creates dramatic imagery on location, 
and while she sometimes mixes her light 
sources, she prefers artificial to natural 
lighting. “When natural light cooperates, 
it’s great, but otherwise, it’s so anxiety-
producing,” she says. “Strobes, lanterns, 
reflectors—they take you much further in any 
direction you want your lighting to go.”

Andres made a name for herself with her 
fine-art photography series such as “The 
Fallen Fawn” and “Summer of the Hornets” 
that depict eerie scenes reminiscent of the 
photographs of Gregory Crewdson and the 
films of Todd Haynes. Her images are flush 
with color, and beautiful, but still transmit 
a sense of impending horror. Her distinct 
style has won over editorial and commercial 
clients including The New Yorker, The New 
York Times Magazine, New York, TIME, 
Refinery29, Saks Fifth Avenue and Facebook. 

“Her lighting is very cinematic, and that 
is part of what attracted me to her,” says 
Jody Quon, the photography director at  
New York. Quon recently hired Andres to 
shoot “A 43-Day Fashion Shoot,” an editorial 
spread that featured real women in 15 cities 

Photographers known for 
their facility with light explain 
how their techniques serve 
their distinctive styles and the 
subjects they’re shooting. 

HOLLY 
ANDRES

ABOVE: Holly Andres hung lights 
from the ceiling and hid them 
behind drapes to light a Texas 
interior. “Her lighting is very 
cinematic, and that is part of 
what attracted me to her,” says 
Jody Quon, who hired Andres to 
shoot a recent multi-city fashion 
story for New York magazine. 
LEFT: In Detroit, Andres got a 
portrait using only available light.  
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For information on the 14 lighting seminars and workshops at PhotoPlus Expo, October 25-28,  
click on the “Conference” link at www.photoplusexpo.com
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The Voorhes—the 
husband-and-wife 
team of Adam Voorhes 
and Robin Finlay—are 

known for their graphic, conceptual still 
lifes for Popular Science, Fortune, WIRED 
and The Atlantic. Before they became 
a team, Finlay was an art director, and 
hired Voorhes for his pinpoint control 
of lighting. “There was no other person 
I could work with and say, ‘This looks 
good, but I wish I could have this little 
sliver of information here,’ or ‘Could I 
have more fill here?’” she recalls. “I could 
pinpoint spots—‘I want this here and that 
there’—and he could do it.” These days, 
they work together to conceive their 
compositions, with Finlay art directing 
and making props, and Voorhes devising 
lighting to execute their vision. “We can 
both analyze a screen, and I’ll furrow my 
brow and say,  ‘I think it needs something 
else,’” Finlay says, “And he can do it.”

“They know exactly what highlights 
to hit in camera to make their work so 
recognizable and branded as ‘a Voorhes,’” 
says Anna Alexander, director of 
photography at WIRED, a frequent client 
of The Voorhes’. While their graphic 
style of still-life imagery has stopping 
power in a magazine, commercial clients 
such as Michelob, Captain Morgan, 
Chase, Jell-o and Fed Ex come to them 
for their ability to adapt their techniques 
to suit a brand’s message. “They know we 
can tailor a certain style to their needs 
and the mood they want to set or the 
story they want to tell,” Voorhes says. 

Says Finlay, “I don’t know how many 
beer bottles and cups of beer we’ve shot 
together, but if it’s a new client, Adam 
will work to make it a little bit different 
and special for that client.” That can 
mean adding edge lights to emphasize 
the bottle’s shape, or changing the 
direction of shadows on condensation. 
Says Voorhes, “We could come up with a 
dozen radically different ways to do that, 
and subtle differences within those.” 

The hallmarks of a classic image by 
The Voorhes are crisp shadows, rich 
color and a touch of the surreal. “There 
are images that some people look at it 
and think it could be an illustration—it 
doesn’t feel real,” says Voorhes. “In 
those scenarios, the shadows are part of 
the composition.”  

The couple’s 6,000-square-foot studio 
in Austin, Texas, has two small windows 
that are covered with blackout shades, 
a workshop where Finlay creates sets 
and props, and a shooting space that can 
accommodate three tabletop setups at a 

time. Voorhes estimates they have about 
28 hot lights and 32 strobe heads—many 
of them White Lightning heads from 
Paul C. Buff, a brand he first used when 
he was beginning his career. “I really like 
the freedom of monoblocks,” he notes. 
He has also customized flashtubes, and 
he and first assistant Nick Cabrera are 
constantly experimenting and testing 
new gear. “We’ll be home at night and 
he’ll be drawing lighting diagrams,” 
Finlay says of her husband. 

Voorhes sets himself certain guidelines. 
“He wants to see layering of tone—light 
to dark, dark to light—controlled flare, 
and make sure everything’s crisp,” Finlay 
says. For a recent cover of The Atlantic, 
The Voorhes had to create an image of 
the White House poised over a widening 
chasm. Finlay worked with a model of 
the building, created its craggy base in 
her workshop and set up a red tabletop 
surface that resembles a yawning crevasse. 
A strobe with a reflector placed to 
camera right raked across the model to 

the glow of a television or create the 
feeling of a nightmare, she uses gels that 
create a spooky radiance.

Once Andres hit the road, every other 
day she would drive for seven to 10 hours 
to a new location, where she had the night 
to unpack the van and prepare for the next 
day’s shoot. “I spent 15 days drugged up 
on Dramamine, coordinating the shoots, 
virtually location scouting,” Andres says. 
The rest of the time, she was shooting. 

On the morning of each of the 15 
shoots, Andres set up lighting while  
her assistant steamed the clothing.  
She modified her light according to 
natural conditions—in Detroit, for 
example, she got an incredible portrait  
of the musician Nisa Seal using only  
the afternoon sun.   

Each location provided its own set of 
challenges. In terms of lighting, the most 
difficult location was in Parker, Texas. 
The town is home to the house used in 
the television series Dallas. Andres shot 
two models there—Olivia Simons, an 
interior designer, and Kate Reed, who 
works for IBM.

For an exterior shot of Reed wearing 
a Dior dress and standing in front of 
a Cadillac at twilight, Andres mixed 
natural and artificial lighting. She used 
a single strobe and a single parabolic 
umbrella hung just to the left of the 
frame to create a long shadow behind the 
subject. To capture the car’s headlights, 
Andres increased her ISO. In the 
background, the house is softly lit by the 
pink and glowing streaks of the sunset.

Most difficult of all was the interior 
shot in the bedroom of the house itself. 
Simons was wearing a shimmering pink 
Gucci dress. “It grabbed the light pretty 
nicely,” Andres said. To create an overall 
soft glow, Andres hung her favorite 
Chimera lantern from the ceiling.  
To increase the light on Simons’s face, 
Andres placed a light behind the heavy 
blue drapes on the bed in the room. To 
create the sense of an open closet door 
to the left of the frame, Andres tucked 
a light behind the wardrobe. With the 
aid of two strobes and a white reflector 
disk behind the camera, Andres finished 
lighting up the room.  

In the end, Andres did very little 
work on the images in post-production. 
“This project was like a sprinting 
marathon. I was hoping I wouldn’t 
botch the shots. For them to be successful 
was just extra crazy on top.”   

 —BRIENNE WALSH

For more stories images from The Voorhes, and their behind-the-scenes sketches, 
visit pdnonline.com/gear/techniques/lighting

THE 
VOORHES

LEFT: For a recent cover of The Atlantic, The Voorhes photographed a model of the White House.  
BELOW: A diagram of the lighting for the shot. “They know exactly what highlights to hit in camera  
to make their work so recognizable,” says Anna Alexander, director of photography at WIRED,  
a regular client.  INSET: Robin Finlay and Adam Voorhes, the husband-and-wife team known as The Voorhes.
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When Cole Wilson moved 
to New York from Salt Lake 
City in 2015, he assumed 
he would have to work as 

an assistant for a few years. But freelance 
photo editor Ayanna Quint hired Wilson for 
an assignment, and he hasn’t looked back. 
He’s since worked consistently for The New 
York Times, and he’s shot assignments for 
editorial and commercial clients that include 
WIRED, VICE, Bloomberg BusinessWeek, 
Racked and The Wall Street Journal, among 
several others.

Frequent assignments have given Wilson 
an on-the-job opportunity to work out the 
technique behind his visual esthetic, which 
tends toward bold color, amplified contrast 
and an embrace of shadows as a visual tool 
that can add drama or humor, depending 
on how they’re used. In his assisting work, 
he was often trying to eliminate shadows, 
which he found frustrating, he says. “I think 
shadows can be really interesting.” His key 
light is often at a 30- to 45-degree angle 
from his subject, “but sometimes I go for 
something more extreme, raked across the 
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emphasize its texture. The light was feathered 
using black cards to create shadows on the 
left and right of the model. The red backdrop 
was placed several feet behind the tabletop 
on which the model house was placed. “That 
lets you light the background and subject 
independently,” Voorhes notes. He lit the 
backdrop using a strobe with a reflector, 
placed low. This created a circle of light on 
the backdrop that frames the model building. 
To create more separation between the base 
of the White House and the surface, he used a 
small card to bounce light at the corner. 

The red surface cast a reddish hue onto 
the white model. As they do whenever they 
shoot on a colored surface, they locked down 
the camera and made two captures: They 
first shot the scene, then placed black cards 
around the white model to block the colored 
reflections, and shot it again. “It saves time in 
Photoshop,” Voorhes notes. 

For most shoots, he relies on a few go-to 
setups. “It’s either going to be with a strobe 
and no reflector, or a strobe with a reflector 
that has a harder quality.” For food or other 
subjects that call for diffused light, he uses  

a 3x4-foot diffusion panel and a strobe with 
a reflector on it. “Then we aim the light at 
that diffusion. We can move [the light] to 
one side to create a gradient. We can move 
it closer and it’ll be harder or we can move 
it further away and it’ll be softer.” This 
setup offers more control than a softbox, 
which looks like “just a block of light.”

Once the basic setup is in place, 
Voorhes begins tweaking and adding 
lights. He recalls a shoot for Cazadores 
tequila, whose logo featured a stag. The 
photographers shot a stuffed deer on 
black seamless. Voorhes placed the key 
light at a 45-degree angle, “emphasizing 
texture and shape,” he says, “but the AD 
wanted edge light on the leg and the hoof 
and the muscles here and there.” 

He added more lights—snooted to control 
spill—and more flags and cards, and 
eventually ran out of c-stands. “So we 
had strobes on the floor propped up on 
apple boxes and secured by sandbags 
to project light up at the right angles,” 
Voorhes recalls. “I love doing that stuff.”

With more clients asking for video, 
Voorhes and Cabrera are now looking 
for lights that will recreate The Voorhes’ 
signature style while capturing high-
speed splashes and pours. Fresnels “look 
nothing like strobe,” Voorhes says, and a 
typical LED is “a big soft source. That’s 
the exact opposite of what I want. We 
want a tiny, sharp source.” Voorhes has 
liked working with tungsten PAR Can 
“Open Face lights.” Cabrera has made 
some custom 1K monoblocks, fitting 
them with the reflectors and modifiers 
they use on strobes. Says Voorhes, “Right 
now we’re trying to make them brighter 
by grouping them into a cluster, but that 
makes a larger light source and that’s not 
good for the quality of light we want. So 
what we really need is brighter LEDs.”

Voorhes says they’ll approach their 
videos with the same care that they bring 
to their editorial illustrations and simple 
product shots: “Making it something 
special is rewarding.” 

 —HOLLY STUART HUGHES

LEFT: For a tequila brand, The Voorhes 
recreated the stag on the company’s 
label. To light the beast’s legs and 
hoofs, they added lights even after 
running out of c-stands. “We had 
strobes on the floor propped up on 
apple boxes and secured by sandbags,” 
Voorhes recalls. BELOW: The Voorhes 
specialize in giving beverage clients a 
distinct look. “If it’s a new client, Adam 
will work to make [the lighting] a little bit 
different and special,” says Finlay.

BELOW: For a Racked assignment about Lo-Lifes, dedicated fans of the Polo Ralph Lauren brand, Cole Wilson 
photographed the subject against a bright backdrop at a Brooklyn bar. Wilson learned to use “very simple 
lighting setups,” which allow him to work alone and “still get something I want” from the image, he says.

COLE 
WILSON
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“HE WANTS TO SEE 
LAYERING OF TONE, 
CONTROLLED FLARE,  
AND MAKE SURE 
EVERYTHING’S CRISP.“
 —  ROBIN FINLAY ON  
 ADAM VOORHES
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to see the size of the room, what power I have, 
and how I’m going to make the light look good 
with the least amount of tweaking,” he says. 

For large, open spaces, he prefers 72-inch 
Elinchrom octabanks. “They have that nice soft 
quality, and they’re compact enough [that] I 
can stack them. They don’t have a deep throw, 
but a little bit of throw so light is not shooting 
everywhere. I can play with the direction.”

In smaller spaces where he wants to 
control light bounce, he uses large Chimera 
softboxes with grids, or large strips with 
grids. “Those are going to go only where you 
point them,” he says. 

He often shoots through scrims to diffuse 
light, and prefers half soft frost. “It has a 
specular quality so you can get pretty even 
spread with it. It has a nice look. If you shoot 
through polysilk, it tends to look a little muddy.” 

His lighting set-ups vary. “There’s not one 
formula you plug in for every situation and it’s 
going to look great,” he says. But he frequently 
mimics a natural source, such as “a giant 
beautiful window to the side.” To achieve that, 
he uses a technique he learned from Streiber 
that “pushes” light from several sources so the 
overall effect is even, consistent light across 
the entire group of subjects. 

Patey places the light sources to one side 
of the camera (and above it), directing them 
across the set, perpendicular to the axis of the 
camera lens. That sends light across the front 

of the subjects, spilling onto their faces as it 
spreads, rather than hitting them directly. “I’m 
feathering the light off the subjects,” Patey says.

To get consistent lighting on all the 
subjects across the set, the set-up usually 
requires two or more light sources, arranged 
in steps. “It’s like a staircase on its side,” 
extending from one end of the group toward 
the camera, Patey explains. The primary 
light is furthest from the camera, positioned 
to one side of the group and several feet in 
front of the plane of subjects. Because that 
light falls off, Patey positions additional lights 
progressively closer to the camera and the 
center of the frame. Each throws feathered 
light further down the row of subjects.

To determine the positions and power levels 
for the lights, Patey has his crew stand in for 
the subjects, and uses a light meter to measure. 
While he’s adding lights to bring up exposure on 
subjects furthest from the light sources, he’s also 
checking to make sure he’s not creating bright 
spots on subjects closest to the light sources. 

“Sometimes, depending on the space, we 
have to put flags between the lights to separate 
them and make sure the progression of lights 
aren’t spilling onto the right of frame” (when 
the lights are positioned right of camera).

Patey doesn’t always use the feathered 
light-pushing technique. He recently 
photographed a group of Marvel movie actors 
at Comic-Con for The Hollywood Reporter, 

for instance, and wanted to create a set that 
suggested a city with hard, dramatic lighting. 
“I was thinking sharp corners on walls with 
deep shadows,” he says. 

He set up a single strobe with a Profoto 
7-inch reflector and a 40-degree grid. “One 
small gridded head did all that light on 
everybody and then I filled it from front of 
camera with large strips that were about a 
stop and a half below the exposure of the 
gridded head,” Patey says. He also positioned 
a 12x12-foot bleached muslin cloth on the 
right side of the set to reflect some light to  
fill shadows on the side.

Patey explains that the one small, focused 
key light exposes all the subjects evenly 
because he placed it “extremely far away from 
subjects” and oriented it toward the subjects 
furthest from the source. The subjects on 
the left are closer to the light source, but 
get indirect light. Those on the right get 
direct light, from further away. The result is 
consistent exposure on all the faces.

Whatever set-up he’s using, though, Patey 
says he’s trying to make it look beautiful without 
attracting attention to the lights. It’s a success, 
he says, “when you can tell it’s lit, but it doesn’t 
really look lit. It doesn’t look unnatural.” 

For more about how Patey composes large 
groups of people and gets everyone looking 
their best, see our online story.

 —DAVID WALKER

subject at 90 degrees or even rim-lit 
at 120 or so,” he says. Wilson shoots 
with a digital medium-format camera, 
and the dynamic range gives him the 
leeway to “bring shadows back a bit” 
in post. Yet even if a shadow is “pure 
black,” he says, “it’s kind of cool, kind 
of weird and dramatic and goofy, and it 
can lend itself to something completely 
different.” He also underexposes 
his shots, “because with the style of 
lighting I use, it’s really easy to blow out 
the highlights.”

For early assignments Wilson 
was mostly on his own, so he had to 
figure out how to light shots “easily 
by myself and still get something I 
want” out of them. He developed 
very simple lighting setups that he 
can scale up according to the budget 
and needs of a given job. Wilson often 
uses a single light source and then 
relies on modifiers to bring about 
the best result. “The vast majority is 
a bare bulb with a reflector on it and 
maybe a shoot-through umbrella, or 

maybe I’m bouncing some fill into 
the ceiling or behind me or [into] 
a V-Flat,” Wilson explains. This is 
not to say that he forces the same 
approach on every shoot. On editorial 
assignments, a photographer often 
has “20 minutes with somebody in a 
room that looks nothing like the studio 
that you practice in,” he says. “I try to 
really examine each situation. I have 
a starting point; I have general ideas 
of what I like to do” depending on 
factors such as the natural light or lack 
thereof. “I take those scenarios and 
start with my base and think of how I 
can best manipulate it.”

Even when Wilson has a larger 
budget at his disposal, there is an 
underlying minimalism to his setups. 
“I always try to figure out how I can 
do it best with as little as possible,” 
Wilson says. It’s a philosophy he 
learned from Michael Friberg, who is 
based in Salt Lake City. In finding his 
voice, Wilson used what he learned 
assisting photographers such as 

To read more about how Chris Patey lights group portraits and to see more  
behind-the-scenes shots, visit pdnonline.com/gear/techniques/lighting

ABOVE LEFT: To prepare for an assignment for The Hollywood Reporter photographing the stars of the Marvel Universe at San Diego Comic-Con, Chris Patey used his 
assistants as stand-ins, digitally repeating them to have enough bodies to stand in for all of the actors.  ABOVE RIGHT: The final image. To achieve even light across the 
group, Patey used a single strobe and reflector with a grid, which he filled in with strips to create a harder, more dramatic light.

Group portraits are a challenge, but 
photographer Chris Patey frequently shoots 
groups of up to 20 or more people for 
editorial and corporate clients. He learned by 
assisting two other masters of the form—Art 
Streiber and Joe Pugliese—and by studying 
the work of the grand master, Irving Penn.

Sometimes Patey has as little as five 
minutes with his subjects. He spends three 
to six hours setting up. “The way you situate 
people is what will make the frame special. 
For the lighting, I have a deep bag of tricks 
and I can always figure it out.”

Patey says inexperienced photographers 
often shoot group portraits with the lights set 
too close to the ground. “It helps to have a sense 
of what direction the light would come from if 
it was naturally beautiful light, and try to mimic 
that.” He adds: “Make the light source high.”

Another common mistake, Patey says, is 
too much light spill. He recommends the use 
of flags or nets to avoid bright spots. “Guiding 
the light exactly where you want it, and 
keeping it away from areas you don’t want it, 
is the most important thing.”

Patey’s lighting for group portraits depends 
on whether he’s shooting on location or in a 
studio, and other factors. “I do a location scout 

CHRIS PATEY:  
LIGHTING GROUP  
PORTRAITSBELOW:  From a shoot for The New York Times. Wilson’s esthetic favors bold color and embraces 

shadow. “I think shadows can be really interesting,” he says. 

© COLE WILSON
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Friberg and Emiliano Granado and tried 
to “figure out how best to do it in my own 
way.” As a basis for experimentation, he 
asked other photographers about technique, 
or would examine a picture and work 
backward to try to figure out how the 
photographer lit it. At the end of his time 
in Salt Lake City, Wilson shared a studio 
with Friberg, whom he’d assisted for two 
years, and he now shares studio space in 
Brooklyn with three other photographers. 
Having studio access has helped him as a 
“very hands-on learner” who “has to try 
[something] for myself to figure it out.” 

Other factors that have influenced his 
technique include the need as an early-career 
photographer to keep things simple, and 
the rigor with which he approaches each 
assignment, regardless of the budget. “I try to 
bring lights to everything and add that little 
bit of interest to it and shape it in my own 
way, especially with portraits,” he says.

On a recent portrait shoot for the fashion 
website Racked, Wilson worked in his 
own studio to create portraits of kids and 
teachers in their back-to-school clothes.  
He placed one head at the back of the 
room and directed it through an 8x8 silk. 
He used the light from a large window in 
combination with a hard box directed at his 
subject. The window and box were “both kind 
of the key lights in a way,” creating a harder, 
“single-source-ish light” but doing it in a way 
that suggested “higher production value.”

His subjects also factor into his decisions. 
On a recent assignment for The New 
York Times, he photographed U.S.-based 
Syrian artist Mohamad Hafez, who creates 
miniature sculptures of destroyed Syrian 
buildings. Wilson decided to change his 
approach: “Given the subject matter, I didn’t 
feel it was appropriate to approach it with 
one of my more familiar light setups,” he 
recalls. To strike a less poppy tone that 
wouldn’t undermine the seriousness of the 
story, he went for “less pronounced, softer, 
and overall less harsh lighting,” he says. “I lit 
it with a Photek Softlighter umbrella, with 
the black/reflective cover removed. [It was] 
essentially a shoot-through umbrella with 
diffusion on the back end, bouncing into a 
wall, and also emitting light out the other 
end. Though there were some windows in 
his small studio, I still wanted to make sure 
it was amply lit.” Despite the changes, he still 
came away with images that felt of a piece 
with the rest of his work.

Says Wilson: “The ability to adapt but still stay 
true [to my vision] is really important to me.”

 —CONOR RISCH©
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BELOW: For a recent Racked assignment, Wilson worked in his own studio photographing kids and teachers 
in back-to-school clothes. To create the look, he directed light through an 8x8 silk and combined it with 
window light and light from a hard box. The combination made for a “single-source-ish light,” that suggested 
a higher production value, he says. 

“I TRY TO BRING LIGHTS TO EVERYTHING AND ADD THAT 
LITTLE BIT OF INTEREST TO IT AND SHAPE IT IN MY OWN WAY, 
ESPECIALLY PORTRAITS.“ —  COLE WILSON


