
Guide To Digital Photography Joe Mcnally

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Higgins & Copeland • Read more, learn more. • Page 1

Guide To Digital Photography Joe Mcnally

Introduction: Why Joe McNally's Guide to
Digital Photography Matters

In the vast world of digital photography, few names command as much
respect and admiration as Joe McNally. A legendary photojournalist,
educator, and author, McNally has spent decades mastering the art of
light, storytelling, and technical precision. His work has graced the
pages of National Geographic, Sports Illustrated, and Time, and his
unique approach to photography has inspired countless enthusiasts
and  professionals.  For  anyone  seeking  a  guide  to  digital
photography  Joe  McNally  offers  an  invaluable  roadmap  to
mastering  both  the  creative  and  technical  sides  of  the  craft.

This  article  delves deep into McNally's  methods,  philosophies,  and
practical techniques. Whether you are a beginner eager to understand
exposure  or  an  experienced  shooter  looking  to  refine  your  lighting
skills, this comprehensive guide will show you how to think like Joe
McNally and elevate your digital photography to the next level.

Who is Joe McNally? A Brief Background

Before diving into the nuts and bolts of his photographic approach, it
helps to understand the man behind the lens. Joe McNally is a versatile
photographer whose career spans decades. He is known for his ability

to work in challenging environments, from war zones to studio sets,
and  for  his  mastery  of  Speedlight  flash  photography.  McNally  served
as the photo editor for National Geographic and has taught workshops
around the world. His books, The Hot Shoe Diaries and Sketching
Light, are considered essential reading for anyone serious about flash
photography and location lighting.

McNally's  style  is  characterized  by  bold,  dramatic  lighting,  deep
shadows, and a strong sense of narrative. He often works with small,
portable  flashes  (Speedlights)  to  create  studio-quality  images  in
unpredictable settings. His philosophy is rooted in experimentation,
adaptability, and a relentless pursuit of the decisive moment.

What Makes Joe McNally's Approach Unique?

Many photographers rely on expensive, bulky studio strobes. McNally,
however,  champions  the  use  of  small,  battery-powered  flashes.  This
approach  makes  his  guide  to  digital  photography  particularly
accessible. You do not need a truckload of gear to create stunning
images. McNally teaches you to work with what you have, to modify
light  creatively,  and  to  solve  problems  on  the  fly.  His  methods  are
practical,  hands-on,  and  based  on  real-world  experience.



Core Principles in Joe McNally's Guide to Digital
Photography

McNally's  teachings  rest  on  several  foundational  principles.
Understanding these will help you approach any photographic scenario
with confidence.

1. Light is Everything

McNally famously says,  "Light is  the paint,  and the camera is  the
brush."  In  his  guide  to  digital  photography,  he  emphasizes  that
understanding  light  quality,  direction,  and  color  is  more
important than any camera body or lens. He teaches you to look for
natural light first, then to enhance it with flash. Whether it's the golden
hour, harsh midday sun, or flat overcast skies, McNally shows you how
to work with the light you have and shape it to your advantage.

2. Master Your Tools, But Don't Let Them Master You

Technical knowledge is essential, but McNally warns against becoming
a slave to your camera's settings. He encourages photographers to
know their gear intimately so that adjusting aperture, shutter speed,
and  ISO  becomes  second  nature.  Once  the  technical  basics  are
automatic, you can focus on composition, timing, and storytelling.

3. Embrace Imperfection

Not every image needs to be technically perfect. McNally's guide often
highlights the beauty of "happy accidents" — lens flare, motion blur, or
unexpected  shadows.  These  elements  can  add  emotion  and
authenticity to your photos. He encourages experimentation and risk-

taking, knowing that failure often leads to growth.

4. The Narrative Matters

For McNally, a photograph is never just a record of a scene. It is a
story. Every element in the frame should serve that story. He advises
photographers to ask themselves: What am I trying to say with this
image?  What  feeling  do  I  want  to  evoke?  This  narrative  focus
separates a snapshot from a compelling photograph.

Lighting Techniques: The Heart of McNally's
Guide

Joe  McNally  is  best  known for  his  innovative  use  of  small  flash  units.
His  guide  to  digital  photography  demystifies  Speedlight  lighting
and  makes  it  accessible  to  everyone.

On-Camera vs. Off-Camera Flash

McNally rarely uses flash mounted directly on the camera. He prefers
off-camera  flash  because  it  creates  more  natural  shadows  and
depth. He often holds the flash in one hand or uses a small stand and
trigger. This technique allows him to position light exactly where it is
needed, whether that is from the side, behind, or above the subject.

Gelling and Color Balance

One of McNally's signature techniques is using colored gels on his
flashes. He matches or contrasts the flash color with the ambient light
to create mood. For example, he might use a warm orange gel on a
flash  to  mimic  sunset  light,  or  a  blue  gel  to  create  a  cold,  dramatic



Guide To Digital Photography Joe Mcnally

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Higgins & Copeland • Read more, learn more. • Page 3

effect.  This  is  a  simple  yet  powerful  way  to  transform  a  mundane
scene  into  something  cinematic.

Bouncing and Modifying Light

McNally is a master of bouncing light. He points his flash at ceilings,
walls, reflectors, or even his own hand to soften and diffuse the light.
He  also  uses  simple  modifiers  like  Rogue  FlashBenders,  small
softboxes,  and umbrellas.  His  message is  clear:  you  do  not  need
expensive gear to shape light. Everyday objects like white foam core,
a piece of cloth, or a wall can become your best lighting tools.

Practical Example: Portrait in Harsh Sunlight

Imagine you are photographing a person outdoors at noon. The sun is
overhead, creating harsh shadows under the eyes and nose. McNally's
approach would be to place a Speedlight with a small softbox to the
side of the subject, angled slightly downward. He might also use a gel
to warm the flash output. This fills in the shadows and creates a more
flattering, dimensional portrait. The key is to balance the flash with the
ambient light so that it looks natural.

Composition and Storytelling in McNally's Work

McNally's compositions are often dynamic and unexpected. He avoids
centering his subjects in predictable ways. Instead, he uses leading
lines, negative space, and unexpected cropping to draw the viewer's
eye. His guide to digital photography  teaches that composition
should serve the story, not just the rules of photography.

Use of Foreground and Background

McNally  often  includes  environmental  elements  in  his  portraits.  A
firefighter might be photographed with his gear in the foreground, or a
dancer  with  a  blurred cityscape behind.  This  context  enriches the
narrative.  He  also  uses  shallow depth  of  field  to  isolate  subjects,  but
he does so intentionally, not as a default.

Working with People

McNally  excels  at  connecting  with  his  subjects.  He  believes  that
rapport is as important as lighting. He spends time talking, listening,
and  making  people  feel  comfortable.  This  trust  shows  in  the  final
image. His guide emphasizes the importance of patience, respect, and
genuine curiosity about the people you photograph.

Camera Settings and Technical Tips from
McNally

While McNally's primary focus is light and story, he also provides clear
technical guidance. Here are key settings he recommends in his guide
to digital photography.

Shoot in Manual Mode: McNally prefers full manual control
over aperture, shutter speed, and ISO. This gives him complete
command over exposure and depth of field.
Use a Low ISO: He typically shoots at ISO 100 or 200 to
maintain image quality, raising it only when necessary in low
light.
Set a Moderate Aperture: For portraits, he often uses f/4 to
f/5.6. This provides enough depth of field to keep the subject



sharp while allowing some background blur. For landscapes or
group shots, he stops down to f/8 or f/11.
Shutter Speed for Flash Sync: McNally frequently uses high-
speed sync (HSS) to allow faster shutter speeds with flash. This
is crucial for balancing flash with bright ambient light or for
freezing motion.
Expose for the Background: A classic McNally technique is to
expose the background first, then use flash to illuminate the
foreground subject. This creates a natural and balanced look.

Why Manual Mode Matters

McNally is a strong advocate for manual mode because it forces you to
think critically about exposure. Auto modes can be fooled by tricky
lighting, but manual mode puts you in control. Once you understand
the relationship between aperture, shutter speed, and ISO, you can
confidently handle any situation.

Gear Recommendations from Joe McNally

You might assume a photographer of McNally's caliber uses only top-
tier, expensive equipment. While he does use professional gear, he
also  often  works  with  modest  setups.  His  guide  to  digital
photography emphasizes that skill trumps gear. That said, here are
some tools he frequently recommends:

A Versatile Zoom Lens: McNally often uses a 24-70mm f/2.81.
or a 70-200mm f/2.8. These lenses cover a wide range of
scenarios.
Two or Three Speedlights: He typically carries multiple small2.
flashes. Nikon SB-900 or SB-910 units are his go-to, but any

modern Speedlight works.
Wireless Triggers: He uses radio triggers, like PocketWizards,3.
to fire off-camera flashes reliably.
Light Modifiers: A small softbox, a few gels, a reflector, and a4.
light stand are staples in his kit.
A Sturdy Tripod: For landscapes or long exposures, a tripod is5.
essential.

The Philosophy of "Less is More"

McNally often travels light. He believes that carrying too much gear
can weigh you down both physically and creatively. By limiting your
options, you force yourself to be more inventive. His approach is a
refreshing  counterpoint  to  the  gear  obsession  that  plagues  many
photographers.

Learning from Joe McNally: Books and
Resources

To deepen your understanding of his methods, consider exploring the
following  resources.  Each  aligns  with  the  guide  to  digital
photography  Joe  McNally  philosophy.

The Hot Shoe Diaries: This book is a masterclass in using
small flash creatively. It is filled with real-world examples and
detailed explanations.
Sketching Light: A companion volume that focuses on location
lighting, including diagrams and setup photos.
Joe McNally: The Real Deal: A documentary-style DVD that
follows him on assignment, offering behind-the-scenes insights.
Workshops and Online Tutorials: McNally occasionally
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teaches live workshops. Many of his lectures are available on
platforms like KelbyOne and CreativeLive.

Common Mistakes and How McNally Avoids
Them

Even experienced photographers fall into traps. McNally's guide helps
you avoid these pitfalls.

Overusing Flash

Many  amateurs  blast  their  subject  with  too  much  flash,  resulting  in
harsh, unnatural light. McNally's rule of thumb: use the lowest flash
power  that  achieves  the  effect  you  want.  Start  subtle  and  build
up.

Ignoring Ambient Light

Another  common  error  is  to  rely  entirely  on  flash  and  ignore  the
existing light in the scene. McNally always considers ambient light
first. Flash should complement, not overpower, the environment.

Rigid Thinking

McNally  preaches  flexibility.  If  a  technique  works,  great.  If  not,  try
something  else.  Being  too  attached  to  a  specific  setup  can  stifle
creativity.

Practical Exercises Inspired by Joe McNally

To put McNally's teachings into practice, try these simple exercises.

One Flash, One Subject: Photograph a friend using only one1.
off-camera Speedlight. Experiment with different positions: 45
degrees, directly overhead, behind the subject. Observe how the
light changes.


