Built From Scratch

1

Built From Scratch
Adventures in X-ray Film Photography
with a Homemade 11x14 View Camera

Scott Wittenburg
2

Built From Scratch

Built From Scratch
Adventures in X-ray Film Photography
with a Homemade 11x14 View Camera
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in
any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written
permission of the author.
Cover photos and design by Scott Wittenburg
All photographs and images unless otherwise noted are by Scott Wittenburg
Please send comments, feedback and suggestions to scott@scottwittenburg.com
For more information about the author, please visit www.scottwittenburg.com
©2019 by Scott Wittenburg

Built From Scratch

3

Table of Contents
Introduction 4
Chapter 1: Camera Construction 7
•
•
•
•

Film Holder/Base/Rail/Rear Standard/Ground Glass Viewer
Removable Back Components/ Front Standard/Bellows
Lens Dilemma/Packard Shutter/Turkey Baster/Flash Sync Terminal
Polaroid Film Back/Finishing Touches

Chapter 2: My Journey with X-ray Film Begins 23
•
•
•

My First Test Shot/Exposure Settings
Initial X-ray Film Developing Specs
My First Night Test Shots/Film Holder Modifications/Bellows Issues

Chapter 3: Studio Portraiture and the Beginning of a Trend 30
•
•
•
•
•

My First Studio Shoots/Focusing Challenges
A Method to this Madness: My Philosophy
Improved X-ray Film Developing Process
More Film Holder Modifications/Two Additional Film Holders
Carrying Case for Film Holders/Customized Hand Truck

Chapter 4: More Student Studio Portraiture 48
Chapter 5: Experimenting with Lens Filters 81
•

Wide Angle/Close-Up Filter Test Shots

Chapter 6: A New Lens and a Whole New Perspective 88
Chapter 7: Raising The Bar 97
•
•

Side-Lighting/Rim Lighting/Silhouettes
Window Shots/Smoke and Fog Shots/Fog Machine

Chapter 8: Media Exploration 139
•

Agfa Portriga/Alternative Processes/Coffee-Toned Prints/Cyanotypes/Salt Prints

Chapter 9: Specs at a Glance and Tips for Success 147
•
•

Film Type, Film Handling/Film Developing/Exposure Settings
Final Thoughts

More Books by the Author/About the Author 149

4

Built From Scratch

Introduction
My first experience with a large format camera was in the mid-eighties while working as a photo assistant at
Stratos Photography in New York. The owner, Jim Stratos, did a lot of commercial catalog work and used 4x5
and 8x10 large format cameras nearly exclusively. Back then, most professional photographers used Kodak
Ektachrome ISO 64 transparency film for color work. This was an extremely fine-grained film with excellent color
reproduction.
One of my very first tasks at the studio was learning how to load sheets of large format film into film holders. It
was imperative that the emulsion side of the film faced the dark slide and was correctly inserted behind the thin
slots that kept it flat and secure. This was a stressful process because if the film wasn’t loaded properly the results
could be disastrous. Adding to the stress level was the fact that there was no way of knowing if I had succeeded
until the film came back from the processing lab.
My respect for large format photography grew as I realized the amazing versatility of a view camera—the ability
to precisely compose and focus a shot on the ground glass, correct for image distortion and increase depth of field
through a combination of swings and tilts. But what really had me hooked were the final images—images so sharp
and detailed that it boggled the mind.

Thus began my passion for large format photography. The first view camera
I bought was an Omega 4x5. I spent hours at a time behind the thing, setting
up still-life shots in the makeshift studio in my apartment. I loved the process
of meticulously arranging items on a table, lighting them with a studio flash
powered light box, shooting Polaroid test shots to ensure that the lighting
was just right, and loading film holders with sheet film for the actual shoot.
While going through these motions, I acquired a whole new appreciation for
large photography and its limitless possibilities.
My first 4x5 view camera

Several years later I bought a used 8x10 view camera. It was an old,
relatively inexpensive Burke and James. I loved its much larger
image area and the bigger prints resulting by contact printing the
negatives. I had become a dedicated black and white fan by then
and used Plus-X film exclusively.

My Burke and James 8x10 view camera
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In the late nineties digital photography came along and pretty much threw many photographers like myself off
course. The ability to shoot images digitally and view them immediately afterwards was attractive and addicting.
Addding to that the capability of digitally manipulating those images in Adobe Photoshop and the money saved
by eliminating film and processing costs left little doubt why digital nearly virtually replaced film photography.
Like everyone else, I bought a digital camera and learned how to use Photoshop to create stunning images. My
entire mindset had changed while my film cameras sat gathering dust. But after a while the thrill of digital
photography began losing its luster. I longed for the hands-on experience that had been missing all that time. In
other words, I missed film!
So I dusted off my cameras and got back into film. Around the same time I started experminenting with alternative
processes. I used my 4x5 camera to shoot Polaroid 669 and type 55 film to create image transfers, emulsion lifts
and black and white prints from Polaroid negatives. I loved having the ability to work with instant film and create
images that were totally unique.
Fast forward to May, 2014. I had moved back to Ohio from New York, returned to college and became a
photography teacher at a wonderful suburban high school. School was almost out for the summer and one day it
suddenly hit me: How cool would it be to own an even larger format camera than an 8x10, like say, an 11x14? I
could make 11x14 contact prints then!
So I went online and googled 11x14 view cameras. I was in shock. There were very few available and the ones
that were out there cost anywhere from $1500 to $4500! And this was without including a lens or even a film
holder. I was bummed out. No way I could afford it.
Then I got a crazy idea. What if I built a camera myself? It would definitely be cheaper and who knows, it might
even work! So I started googling homemade view cameras. Nearly all of the results were for 8x10 and smaller
cameras. I think I found one person who had built an 11x14 camera and the guy had spent a fortune in the process.
Most of the materials he used were supplied by others and pricey. If I was going to do this, I would have to build
everything from scratch on a shoestring budget.
Once I get something in my head like this, I can’t stop—at least without at least giving it a shot. So I downloaded
several photos of various old view cameras, started drafting my own design and made a shopping list. As you will
see throughout the first chapter—and in fact throughout the entire book—my design and modifications take a
number different twists and turns as I strive to improve my creation.
The rest, as they say is history.

A FEW WORDS ABOUT THE LAYOUT OF THIS BOOK. . .
As you thumb through the pages of this book you will notice that there are often two different versions of the same
image. The reason for this is twofold. One, I want readers to see the actual full-frame contact print of each of the
X-ray negatives before any cropping. This enables the reader to see everything that was captured on film including
the flaws, such as scratches, light leaks and so on. Two, I want the reader to see the actual scene layout as I saw it
through my camera. This becomes particularly relevant in the case of the more creative shots near the end.
The image that you see after each contact sheet shows a cropped version of the same photo.
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Here is a preview of how the view camera photos are presented in this book:

Printed out contact sheet of the entire negative

Cropped version from the same contact sheet

Because I want to maintain the integrity of traditional darkroom photography the best I can, none of the images
you see here were manipulated in Adobe Photoshop, except for cropping and removing any dust spots picked up
by the scanner. I did not lighten, darken, lower or raise the contrast, or retouch the images any of the images.
Every contact sheet you see was printed in the darkroom using standard black and white film chemistry. In other
words, what you see is the real deal. The only digitizing that was carried out was the scanning of the contact sheets
I had printed in the darkroom.
I wrote this book to share my experiences of building this camera, working with X-ray film and working in a
studio setting to create portraits using studio flash. I also hope to encourage more ambitious readers to give these
endeavors a try! I have seen very little written about X-ray film photography or building view cameras this size
from scratch. If my experiences can lend some help and insight, all the better!
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Chapter 1: Camera Construction
The Film Holder
As I searched for large format film holders online I quickly discovered that 11x14 film holders were not only very
rare but expensive, so I decided to build my own. Then I would attempt to build the camera around it.

I purchased a sheet of 2’x4’x1/4” MDF
(medium density fiberboard) and cut out a
sheet 15x12½ inches. I then glued 3/8” craft
sticks (which are basically popsicle sticks)
along three edges of the MDF to create a thin
space for the film. I cut four pieces of ¾” oak
molding to create the channels into which the
film would be inserted. (The extra
3/8” overhang provides space for the film.) I
mitered three of the pieces that would serve
as the sides and bottom of the holder, glued
them to the craft sticks and clamped until
dry. I then attached the fourth piece for the
film entry point by gluing it to the side
pieces, using craft sticks as temporary
spacers. I repeated the process for the other
side so the film holder would hold two sheets
of film.

MDF lined with craft sticks. Rounded ends were sawed off.

For the dark slides, I ordered hard
and strong Garolite (XX), black,
1/32" Thick, 12" X 24" from
McMaster Carr and cut out two
pieces 16 ½” x 11 3/4” making sure
that they were exact and would
slide neatly into the channels.

Dark slide added
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The Base/Rail
I mulled over a focusing system for several days until I found an old Besseler enlarger that had a nice rack and
pinion assembly. I removed it from the enlarger and laid it aside.

This rack and pinion assembly from an old Besseler enlarger was repurposed for my camera’s
focusing system

I used 1x6 poplar 24 inches long for the base. I then mounted the stripped-down rack and pinion assembly to the
base as seen here.
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I built up the mount for the rear standard with plywood until it was the proper height to clear the two rods
protruding from the gearbox. I used a 1/4 inch bolt to connect the standard to the mount because I wanted to be
able to disassemble this camera easily in the future if necessary.

The Rear Standard

My next challenge was to create a rear standard that
would accommodate a ground glass viewer plus film
holder channel. I knew I wanted the standard to be
square so that I could compose both vertical and
horizontal shots by loading the film holders from the
top or the side respectively. I decided to make the
standard an 18 ½ inch square. I used 1 x 2 inch poplar
for the standard, mitered it, glued it and clamped until
dry.

Frame for rear standard
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For the ground glass viewer/filmholder channel, I cut
an 18 x 18 inch sheet of
MDF and cut out an
opening the exact size of
image my film holder
would produce, keeping it
offset on one side to allow
room for the film holder to
be inserted. I then built the
track for the film holder
using 1 x 3 inch poplar for
the frame and 1x1 inch
molding to create the
channel. I used window
screen clips to provide
tension for the film holder
and attached them to the
1x1 inch molding using a
staple gun.
Ground glass viewer/film holder assembly for rear standard

Detail of viewfinder/film holder channel. Note the position of the window screen spring.
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Ground Glass Viewfinder
My next challenge was what to do for a ground glass viewfinder. Like film holders, these things are expensive so
I researched cheaper avenues. I read that somebody had used Rustoleum Frosted Glass to create a dull, non-glare
surface instead of etching the glass. I thought I’d give that a try.
I had already decided to make a removable ground glass viewer, not really knowing if this had even been done
before. My plan was to use the ground
glass panel for viewing and then
replace it with an identical sized film
holder once it was time to shoot. I
knew that this method would help
ensure that the focal plane on the
ground glass would be the same as the
film seated in the film holder, plus it
would significantly simplify my
design. With that in mind, I simply
created another film holder of sorts but
used a sheet of 11x14 picture frame
glass glued to one of the sides. I also
cut the opening in the MDF the same
size as the film area. I used popsicle
sticks for spacers again and butted the
glass right up against them before
gluing 3/4 inch oak molding over the
glass. I had sprayed a few light coats of
the Rustoleum window frosting to the
glass prior to mounting it in the frame,
keeping my fingers crossed that this would work.

Oak molding was clamped to the frame to secure my "ground glass" in place
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Removable Back Components
Now that I had all of the basic components built, I needed to devise a way to attach the removable ground glass
viewer/film holder assembly to the rear standard frame. It had to not only be secure and easily removed but able
to be rotated 90 degrees to allow for both vertical and horizontal composition. After much deliberation, I devised
a way to make it work by using a combination of L-brackets. To support the assembly on the bottom I installed
two L-brackets on either side of the standard, both having a single hole drilled through their centers. I then lined
up a pair of brackets with pins that fit into the holes and screwed them into the bottom of the assembly. At the top
of the assembly I installed a pair of brackets on either side that could swivel and lock the assembly in place.
To enable successful removal and replacement while changing from horizontal to vertical format, I installed
brackets on the sides of the assembly as well.

The removable ground glass viewer/film holder was secured by a combination of L-brackets
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The final product!
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Chapter 2: My Journey with X-ray Film Begins
When I first began this project I had planned on using photo paper negatives and contact printing them since 11x14
black and white sheet film was nearly impossible to find and expensive. By the time I had finished my camera
however, I had started looking for other options. That’s when I discovered medical X-ray film.
I searched the web for everything I could find about the use of X-ray film for continuous tone photography and
discovered that there were several folks who had been experimenting with X-ray photography for some time.
Based on my research of the various types of X-ray film, their characteristics, development data and the final
results, the green film seemed the most promising. I purchased a box of 11x14 Fuji green HR-U X-ray film from
an online medical supply company, amazed at how incredibly cheap it was—only $63.00 for a box of 100 sheets!
If nothing else, I couldn’t complain about the price of film for my new adventure.
When the film arrived, I couldn’t wait to give my new camera a try. I ran into what was to be only the first of
several snags right away while trying to the load film into my holder. It didn’t fit—it was too big to slide into the
channel. I had used 11x14 paper to gauge the size of the channel but apparently this film is a bit wider. So there I
was standing in total darkness, groping around for a pair of scissors (I had chosen not to use a safelight for film
loading—too paranoid.) I trimmed down two sheets the best I could and slid the film in, making a mental note to
obtain a large paper cutter for trimming the film next time. The film was anything but flush with the sides of the
holder.
I lugged the camera and tripod out to my backyard and composed a shot of my neighbor’s house. It was a bright,
sunny day so I had to run in to get a towel to use as a focusing cloth. I had read of a wide range of ISO settings to
rate for X-ray film on the Large Format Photography Forum website and settled on setting the light meter at ISO
100. I had read that the shutter speed for a Packard shutter is approximately 1/20 second so I set the meter
accordingly. The reflected light meter setting for the scene called for an aperture of f22.
After closing the shutter, I set the aperture, removed the ground glass and replaced it with the film holder. I pulled
out the dark slide, firmly squeezed the turkey baster and snapped a shot. I no sooner re-inserted the dark slide
when I felt it hit something that kept it from going back in. I realized it had to be the film. I wriggled the slide
until I could finally get it back in, noting that I was going to have to do something to improve my film holder
design to keep this from happening again. There was a 50-50 chance that the dark slide may have gone in behind
the film and it could have very well fallen into the bellows for all I knew!
I flipped the film holder over to take my second shot, set the aperture to f16 for bracketing and pulled out the dark
slide. The film came out along with it! This was pretty much turning into a total disaster. All I could do was hope
I had something on the first shot. Trying to remain optimistic, I lugged everything back inside and headed to my
darkroom.
Initial X-ray Film Developing Specs
I’d researched developers and times on the forum and decided to try D-76, 1:3, for six minutes. I used trays in a
very weak safelight while developing my only sheet of film, which I could now clearly see was anything but a
perfect rectangle after trimming it with the scissors. After removing the film from the developing tray I took a
look at the image while draining it. The film was dark, so I knew I at least had something on there. After a threeminute fix in Ilford Rapid Fixer 1+4 and a five-minute wash, I turned on the lights and examined my very first Xray film negative.
The result was encouraging to some degree. There stood my neighbor’s house along with thick areas of darkness
all around the image—a sort of sloppy, vignetted effect. I deduced that either there were light leaks in the bellows
or the film holder. Crap. I also noticed that there were a bunch of scratches all over the film. I couldn’t understand
why they were there and wondered what could possibly have caused them. Was the dark slide to blame or was it
something else? I would have to do some more research.
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After drying the negative I printed a contact sheet on Ilford MG without a contrast filter. The exposure was twentyfive seconds at f8. The image was fairly sharp and the tonal range was decent. Despite the flaws, I was still psyched
and excited about my new camera and shooting X-ray film. I could definitely see some potential. I knew that if I
could find a way to make the film holder more efficeint and find out what was causing the scratches I would be in
business.

My first X-ray negative. A bit rough around the edges . . .
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“Mrs. Wiles’ House”
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My First Night Shots
One summer night I decided to try shooting some long exposure shots with my new creation. I loaded up my car
with the camera and tripod and found a parking place not far from Saint John’s Church on High Street in
Worthington. I didn’t want to have to carry the gear any further than necessary since the camera is heavy and
awkward—especially while mounted on a Tilt-All tripod. I set up on the corner of High Street and Dublin
Granville Road and aimed my camera south. There was a lot of traffic and my hope was to capture the lights of
the moving cars.
I set up for a horizontal shot at the widest angle I could manage using the Bausch and Lomb lens. I was a bit
nervous compressing the bellows as far as I had to and the standards were only a few inches from each other.
There was a streetlight directly overhead so I used my jacket as a focusing cloth to compose the shot.
My plan was to take a long exposure of five seconds, hoping that it would be long enough to record the light on
the slow X-ray film. I set the aperture at f16 to get as much light as possible and still maintain some depth of field.
The only way to hold a Packard shutter open for any length of time is to manually pull up the piston working the
shutter. Actuating the air bulb is an open/close affair only—you can’t maintain the air pressure necessary to keep
the piston open any longer than the duration of a quick squeeze. My workaround for this was to pull the nylon
fishing line connected to the piston as long as it took to record the scene. You would think that releasing the line
afterwards would make the shutter close but it doesn’t work that way. I always have to press the bulb briskly a
couple of times to close it again.
After taking the shot I decided to use my other sheet of film to photograph Saint John’s Episcopal Church. I
schlepped my camera a little further down the street a bit and set up the shot. I rotated the back for a vertical shot
and composed the scene. I wanted to correct for the distortion so I tilted the lens board back accordingly, pleased
that it actually helped somewhat. The area around the church is nearly pitch dark so I figured the outline of church
would most likely get lost to the night sky. But hopefully the illuminated areas of the church would turn out.
After I took a five second exposure, I broke down and headed back to the car. When I got home I developed the
film. I was thrilled to see that both negatives had captured the lights somewhat effectively. After the film was dry,
I placed each negative on a lightbox and took a shot with my iPhone. After inverting the colors in the settings, I
was able to view the positive images. (This practice has become my method of previewing shots quickly before
I’ve printed the contact sheets.) It was odd not seeing light leaks along the edges but that was most likely because
there wasn’t enough light at night to sneak onto the film. The final prints were about a stop too dark overall and
quite contrasty, but not bad considering I didn’t have enough film to do bracket my exposures.
In retrospect, I could have lowered the contrast somewhat and burned-in the light areas on both prints. But I never
got around to it. I didn’t think either shot was particularly good so I didn’t care to bother with it. This early in the
game, I was in “test mode” and much more concerned with improving the film holder design and seeing what this
camera was capable of.
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“Saint John's Episcopal Church, Worthington, Ohio”
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“Worthington Lights”

Film Holder Modifications
My first task was to figure out a way to keep the dark slide from going in behind the film while being re-inserted
after taking a shot. Keep in mind that in my design, the dark slide and film share the same channel, unlike a
factory-made holder, which has a separate channel for both film and dark slide. And therein lay my problem: once
the dark slide is pulled out for a shot, it is no longer situated in front of the film as it should be. Re-insertion allows
the slide to go in on either side of the film, depending on dumb luck. So how could I remedy this?
First, I tried to insert a thin piece of plastic between the dark slide and film while loading the holder, hoping that
would give me a guide to use for re-inserting the dark slide. That was huge flop. After a few other ideas that didn’t
pan out I had an epiphany. Why not keep the dark slide from coming all the way out in the first place? In other
words, find a way to allow the dark slide to be pulled out only so far until it was forced to stop before coming all
the way out of the holder. That would keep it registered and my problem would be solved!
The solution was actually simple. I went to a craft store and purchased a 12-inch square of adhesive-backed black
felt. I cut some thin strips and stuck them to the very bottom of the dark slide, just above the molding. Now
whenever I pull out the slide the felt strips prevent it from coming through the thin slit at the other end of the
holder, keeping it where it should be—in front of the film.
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Chapter 3: Studio Portraiture and the Beginning of a Trend
As mentioned earlier, the Packard shutter I’d bought had flash syncing capability. I had already wired up a sync
terminal jack and tested to see if the flash fired when the shutter was tripped, which it did. What I hadn’t yet done
was test to see if the flash was truly in sync when the shutter opened and how much flash output power it would
take to render a decent image on super-slow X-ray film. I already knew that I would have to use flash for studio
portraits because of the slow shutter speed of the Packard. There was little chance that anybody could stand still
long enough for me to photograph them at 1/20 second and expect the shot to be crisp. The big question was how
much flash power would it take to get a decent exposure using X-ray film?
Around February of 2016 I decided to lug my camera until school since my classroom has a studio area. I attached
my homemade Polaroid back to the camera and used Fuji FP100 instant film for a test shoot. I set up a shot of a
Styrofoam mannequin head mounted on a light stand (I couldn’t find anyone else to model for me at the time.) I
set up a pair of 300 watt-second studio flash monolights on either side of my “model,” and shot at f11 with both
flash heads at full power.
The print was about two stops too dark. I realized immediately that this would not be enough power to shoot Xray film. I was already at practically the widest aperture setting and I hadn’t even extended the bellows much for
the shot. It would take even more light to shoot any closer with the bellows extended.
I was going to have to have at least three times
more power to even consider shooting X-ray
film and have any sort of depth of field. So I
started shopping around for a new flash,
preferably a monolight. Fate was on my side
the day I went into a local used photo store and
came upon a vintage Balcar Classic 1500 wattsecond monolight. This would certainly give
me enough power! It had a price tag of $350
and at that price I wondered it if was fully
functional. I was told that indeed it was, so I
bought the thing without giving it another
thought.
Best purchase I’ve ever made.
When I took the flash into school and fired it for the first time I could actually feel a blast of heat come from it! I
began setting up for a test shoot using X-ray film. I wanted a single light set-up and positioned the flash a little
off-center to the left. I decided on using direct light—no umbrella or soft box—to maximize the power output. I
used a gray and white painted canvas backdrop and asked Corey, another art teacher, to be my subject. I took only
two shots, one at f11 and one at f16.
The next day I developed the film. The first one came out virtually blank. This had been no surprise because the
flash had failed to fire on one of the shots. (I later replaced the sync terminal since the original one I had installed
frequently failed to work.) I developed the other one and was thrilled to see a viable image. When I turned on the
overhead lights and examined the negative I was in total awe.
It looked wonderful! Corey looked crisp and the exposure was spot-on. There were several flaws, however. Lots
of scratches. White blotches along the bottom, similar to what had occurred before with my backyard outdoor
shot, but not as bad. And there was also a huge white X behind Corey. I had no idea what that was all about at the
time. Nonetheless, the flash worked with my camera and X-ray film—I was able to shoot studio flash!
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My first classroom studio portrait using studio flash
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“Corey”
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The good news is that since using the film hangers, my negatives no longer have scratches on them.
As you see in the photo I use a Plexiglas frame to support the developing tank since it cannot stand up on its own.
Using an upright tank in place of a tray is a bit awkward at first but it gives you better control. Since the tank is so
pricey (I spent nearly $100 for it) I still using flat trays for fixing.
Not long after switching to tank development I also switched developers. I had been using D-76 but decided to
give Rodinal a try since it is concentrated and easier to mix for working solutions. It’s also a one-time-use
developer so it’s always fresh. I use a dilution of 1+100 for 4 ½ minutes and have been very pleased with the
results.

My first student studio portrait
Not long after switching to tank processing I asked Carly, one of my Honors Photo class students, to pose for me
using my new camera. Carly is the sort of student always willing to try new things and is easily bored during class
downtime. She became one of my most frequent models while testing the camera.
For the first shoot, I asked Carly to pose with one of my guitars. I was curious to see if I could get both Carly and
the guitar in focus with my limited depth of view. Using the Balcar as the solitary light source, I took a pair of
shots at f11 and f16.

When I examined the negatives the next day, I saw that
the shot taken at f16 was over a stop underexposed. And
although the one at f11 was brighter, it was a bit thin and
had less depth of field.
As you can see in the negative, there is little separation
between the right side of the guitar body and the shadow
in the background. I later realized that my guitar has a
deep reddish tone throughout the wood body so the film
failed to record it accurately.
In the contact print, the guitar appears a bit out of focus
and too dark. I probably should have used a fill light or
a reflector in hindsight, which may have helped offer
some separation between the guitar and shadows. I also
could have tried to dodge the area a bit.

A bit underexposed
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The guitar is lost in the shadows on the right side and a bit out of focus. Some fill light would have helped.
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“Carly and Guitar”
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In addition to the lack of fill light, the light leaks are so profuse that the entire left side of the image looks vignetted.
There are also several scratches along the right edge of the film. (I was developing two sheets of film at a time, as
you recall.)
Yet in spite of all these flaws I like this photo. It has character. Most of the people I shared the photo with didn’t
mind the uneven look and some actually felt it made the photo look more “vintage.” I started to relish the fact that
the photos I’d taken thus far were as unique as they were unpredictable. Even as I look back at these early photos
now since fixing most of the light leak issues, I am fond of their rough and random nature. There’s something
about using one of the very earliest camera styles that help justify the presence of imperfections here and there.
Artistic license?
Nothing compares to the joy I felt shooting these studio portraits! I’ve always been partial to portraiture anyway,
but doing it this way—using a large format view camera I’d made from scratch with quirky, unpredictable X-ray
film—is the ultimate. Add to that the fact that I love studio photography, black and white film and the darkroom
it’s no wonder why this has been a perfect fit for me.
Focusing Challenges
Anybody who has shot with view cameras knows that you can’t view the scene through the lens while taking a
shot. You must rely on what you see from behind the camera instead. This is no big deal when you’re shooting a
still life, or a scene where the subject isn’t moving and in the distance, such as a landscape. But close-up portrait
photography with a view camera—especially one as large as 11x14—is a different story. As mentioned before,
depth of field has been my nemesis from the very beginning. Because I am shooting slow film with a light source
that can only afford me an aperture of f16 under most circumstances, precise focus on the subject is absolutely
crucial. Only the slightest movement forward or backward of the subject from where the focus is set will cause
the resulting shot to be out of focus. It’s that tight.
Add to that reality the fact that by the time I’ve closed my shutter, tested the flash, set the f-stop, inserted the film
holder and pulled out the dark slide, my model has had plenty of time to move out of focus. Nobody is capable to
sit perfectly still for thirty plus seconds unless they are super-human. Furthermore, I have no way of knowing if
they are still in focus by the time I take a shot so there is no re-focusing option. I just have to cross my fingers and
hope the shot will be crisp.
Suffice to say that close to fifty percent of the studio portraits I’ve shot have been somewhat out of focus. That
has forced me to consider acceptable focus first every time I proof negatives to print—sort of a drag since some
of the stronger shots have had to be rejected because they weren’t sharp. There really isn’t much remedy for this
dilemma, since I don’t really want to purchase a stronger flash at this time. So instead I’ve looked at this situation
as a challenge.
Having shot a few portraits in my classroom studio, I had hit the point of no return. I was really enjoying this
entire process and loved the sense of anticipation while waiting to process film and view the final results. This
was over the top drama! Suddenly, I wanted to shoot as many student portraits as I could fit into my hectic
schedule.
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The basic classroom studio setup I’ve used for the past three years

My first studio portrait with more than one subject
Not long after my shoot with Carly, I set up another shoot including her sister, Addy. At the time Carly was a
senior in my Honors class while Addy was a sophomore in my Photo 1 class. At the time, I hadn’t an inkling that
Addy would later become the most photographed subject in this book. But more about that later.
I decided to use a fill light this time so in addition to the Balcar flash off center to the left I added a 300 watt/second
flash at full power for fill on the right. I wanted to get a shot of the sisters’ hair blowing just for the fun of it. (As
you can see, there’s a tiny fan in the foreground struggling to achieve this aesthetic.)
After everything was set up I composed the shot and discovered that I was unable to get both girls clearly in focus.
Since I was shooting two subjects this time with limited depth of field I needed to compensate. I asked Carly to
move back until her face was on the same plane as Ailsa’s. This did the trick, but I knew that if either girl moved
forward or backward even a little by the time I actually took a shot one or both of them would be out of focus. I
shot at f11 and f16, so depth of field wasn’t going to improve much.
Thankfully, the best shot came out well focused. The result is a plain and simple “fun shot”—two sisters being
themselves in front a great big camera and a tiny fan.
The print has low contrast and a lot of light leaks. The fan is so washed out that it’s practically a ghost in the
foreground. You can see the seamless background cables and an open cabinet door on the right side. But I really
don’t really care too much—I still like this shot because it’s real. In fact, these imperfections are beginning to
grow on me more and more, ironically.
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Addy and Carly endure the wind tunnel effect
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"Two Sisters and a Fan"
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Back/Side Lighting with Grid Spot
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"Addy #3"
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Figure 1 A similar shot of Åddy used for the composite

112

Built From Scratch

"Double Take”
This is the result of flipping the second negative and placing it over the first one and contact printing
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Silhouettes
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"Emily"
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Coffee-toned Print on Agfa #3 Portriga

146

Built From Scratch

Cyanotype on Arches Watercolor Paper
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Salt Print on Arches Watercolor Paper

Chapter 9: Specs at a Glance and Tips for Success
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More Books by the Author
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About the Author
Educator, author Scott Wittenburg is the host of the popular podcast, Photography 101. He lives in Worthington,
Ohio and teaches level one and advanced photography courses at Upper Arlington High School. In addition to his
two books on photography, he has written ten novels, including the popular Alan Swansea mystery series. Scott
earned his BA in visual arts at Ohio Dominican University and his MA in photography at Antioch University.

"Meghan, Mr. Witt, Jenna and Kaylee"

Connect with the author online on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and scottwittenburg.com
- END OF SAMPLE-
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