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For more than 20 years, the fine art photographer Harold Ross has been making images using a 

technique known as “painting with light,” which involves casting light on and around subjects in the 

dark during a time exposure. Mr. Ross, who also does commercial and studio photography, prefers to 

call the process “sculpting with light.” Using a Phase One Back on a Hassleblad for still life photographs 

and a Cambo Wide RS for landscapes, he spends hours creating his images, which look like oil paintings, 

rich in color and depth. 

 

“Photography, by its very nature, is born of and lives in the technical realm,” Mr. Ross said. “The use 

and control of light is at the very core of my work. Like many photographers, I make images by adding 

light to darkness, but I do it differently.” 

 

He sees his “Night” work, above, as a contradiction between a real scene and the artificiality of lighting. 

For Mr. Ross, the process is about curiosity. “What will be revealed? I can’t previsualize the images, as 

the light doesn’t exist until I build it up. It really is a gathering, or coalescence, of light.” 

 

Mr. Ross, who grew up in New Mexico and Germany and lives in West Chester, Pa.,  spoke with Fred R. 

Conrad and Kerri MacDonald. Their conversation has been edited and condensed. 

Q. Did you just invent this technique? Or do you remember seeing other people do it? 

A. I certainly didn’t invent it. I began playing with it on my own when I was doing commercial work back 

in the ’80s. I was just using it to solve problems, lighting issues. In the ’90s, there was a great 

photographer whose name is Aaron Jones who invented a tool for light painting. It involved a fiber 

optics cable and a box with a lamp in it. It made the job of light painting so much easier. 

Q. I keep wondering what the big difference is for you, using digital instead of film now? 

A. In light painting, there’s a huge difference. When I was shooting 4-by-5 and 8-by-10 film, everything 

had to be finished and completed and perfect on one piece of film. With digital, I can shoot several 



different chapters and have parts and pieces that are perfect and I can easily blend those together on the 

computer. I don’t want to say it’s less difficult, but it’s a little bit easier. 

Q. Is it better, then, because you have more creative latitude? 

A. In viewing my capture on the large computer monitor screen I can see details — the nuances — more 

than I could on a Polaroid. So I can really adjust what I’m doing with the light to a much finer degree. 

Q. So when you were shooting with film, you used 

to do test Polaroids and try to do this tap dance. 

That does seem a little stressful. 

A. It was, especially in the commercial side. And I do a lot 

of food. 

Q. How do you make food cooperate, when it takes 

so long to do this? 

A. We still do this today. We would use stand-in food in 

the set — we called it “stunt food” — and I’d work out all of 

the lighting issues, which is no small task. Then we would 

bring in the good food, put it in the set and then repeat. 

Today we can shoot the set with stand-in food — get the 

lighting and all of the props just the way we want them. We shoot the capture digitally and then simply 

bring in the plate of good food and photograph the plate. 

Q. If no one had invented digital, this would be a good reason to invent digital. Is this 

technique catching on? 

A. Many, many people have grabbed onto the other form of painting with light, where you draw shapes 

in the air. Sort of like the famous photograph of Pablo Picasso. Sure, that seems to be a lot of fun. But not 

that many people are doing more naturalized, or more serious, light painting. I do teach workshops, 

though, and so I get a lot of photographers who are excited and want to try it out. 

Q. Why do you do it? 

A. It’s a very powerful technique in that it allows me to get a great deal of shape and texture and 

dimensionality. I really think of it as sculpting with light, because I use it in a way to increase shape and 

dimension. I light from certain angles, and that lighting direction is what creates that shape. It’s really 

powerful. One of the big advantages is that the thing that you’re photographing is completely open and 

accessible. You’re just sort of dancing around it with a little handheld light source. 

Q. What the largest thing that you’ve sculpted with light? 

A. I would have to say it would be one of the landscapes. Probably one of the scenes in the forest. I 

normally begin photographing just after the sun has gone down. I make a series of captures to give me a 

base threshold exposure and then I wait until it’s really, really dark. Then I go into the scene with a 

battery-powered light panel and paint with light. 

Q. When we’ve talked before, you have mentioned some strange nighttime encounters you 

have had with animals. 

A. Yeah. My wife and I were on top of this mountain ridge and I remember turning away from the 

camera with my bright LED panel. Every time I would turn away, I would see three or four huge mice 

around. I guess they were getting dinner. You didn’t see them unless you turned around quickly. Then 

they would run away. And then last week we were doing something in the woods and three deer came 



charging at us just before dark. They saw us at the last minute and took a right angle turn, but it was a 

little scary. You don’t want to be run over by a deer. 

Q. Why did you decide to use continuous light, rather than strobe? 

A. One of the advantages of light painting is that you can use a smaller light source, which gives you 

more texture, more colors and more detail. But if you move it around during the exposure, it becomes a 

larger light source, and softer because you’re moving it around. So you get the best of both worlds: a very 

controlled, detail-revealing light and, in moving it around, you blend the shadows and the transitions so 

it looks like a much softer light than it would be, normally. 

Q. If I were to use this technique in New York, where we’ve got streetlights, it probably 

wouldn’t work as well. 

A. It’s a little more challenging when you have ambient light – you have to take your ISO way down, 

maybe use neutral density so you can have a longer exposure. 

Sometimes some of my images were restricted to, you know, maybe eight- or 10-second exposures. 

Fortunately with digital, you can do several captures at eight or 10 seconds and you can paint certain areas 

with light very quickly. Then you can blend those captures together very easily, after the fact. 

Q. Do you use Photoshop when you put everything together? 

A. It’s very basic, stacking the captures up in layers and then masking. But it’s very soft masking. And by 

doing something with the blending modes, you can easily blend those captures together. It always 

surprises people how easy the post-production is. 

Q. Tell us about the train that looks 

like a toy [above]. 

A. In actuality, it is about 30 feet in length. 

One of the things that happens with this 

light painting that I’ve noticed is the sense 

of scale gets altered — not only in the 

landscapes, but with things like trains. I 

think it has something to do with the 

hyperreality of the light, but things don’t 

appear to be the size they are in real life. 

On the other hand, the leaves appear to be 

quite large, but are actually only about 2.5 

inches tall [below]. They feel very imposing 

and a little but monumental, maybe. But 

they’re tiny little things. The whole thing is 

maybe two, three inches tall. So the sense of 

scale really gets turned around. 

Q. What kind of lights do you use for something so small? 

A. I just use a very small flashlight with a little homemade PVC tube diffuser on it. But for the tiny little 

things, I’ll sometimes use a fiber optic probe that I put over the light source. 

Q. Tell us about your three other series, “Still,” “Shopcraft” and “Forged.” 

A. The series are similar in terms of that curiosity about how these images will look. Images from my 

“Forged” series are, in a sense, portraits of machines and tools that are generally not thought of as 



beautiful. They are functional objects which, for me, have a quiet, iconic presence. My Swiss grandfather 

was a blacksmith. He instilled in me a deep respect for people who work with their hands. The 

photograph I made of an anvil is, in some ways, a symbol, almost a portrait, of my grandfather. It 

represents his tremendous strength and stoicism [above.] 

Images from “Shopcraft” are shot in working spaces, industrial places that are functioning today. 

And my “Still” series explores the notion that beauty isn’t necessarily diminished when something is “past 

its prime.” 

 Response Quetions (please answer using complete sentences in your notebook): 
1. Describe how Harold Ross “sculpts with light”.  
2. How is Ross’ process different now using digital, than when he used only film? 
3. Which of Ross’ latest photo series sounds the most interesting to you and why? (“Still”,“Shopcraft”,“Forged”) 
4. Which image included in the article is the most striking to you and why? 


