
www.scubatravel.com/photography Book your holiday with the...

ESCORTED BY MARTYN GUESS
29th Sept 2020 £2895 excluding flightsBest of Manado

Holiday highlights... With an action packed 29 boat dives plus 9 unguided, house reef dives and free nitrox!
Martyn Guess & Manado workshop will enable you to go hone and advance your key photographic skills 
at Murex Bangka and Lembeh resort. The workshop will spend 5 nights at Murex Bangka followed by 
6 nights at Lembeh resort, both on a full board basis (2 people sharing).

..award winning dive experts www.scubatravel.com/photography

Holiday highlights... Join Martyn Guess for a week focused on getting more out of your camera! 
Departing from Hurghada, you will spend 7 nights on board on a full board basis (twin share cabin).
Based in Northern Red Sea with up to 21 dives over the week but the itinerary will vary, depending 

on the photo opportunities. All marine park fees, 12lt tank and weights are included in your package.

ESCORTED BY MARTYN GUESS
20th June 2020 £1395 excluding flights Relaxed Red Sea

SNOOT LIGHTING
Following his last article on getting motion blur into your images, Martyn Guess 

provides some insight into, and also tips on, snoot lighting
PHOTOGRAPHS BY MARTYN GUESS

UNDERWATER PHOTOGRAPHY

  It is therefore a fairly harsh 
light and as it is a concentrated 
light, it can be very directional. 
This is great for texture!  

I
n general photography, a snoot is a tube or similar 
object that fits over a studio light or portable flash 
and allows the photographer to control the direction 
and radius of the light beam. These may be conical, 

cylindrical or rectangular in shape. They create a look 
which is also used in stage lighting, where an area of the 
stage or subject is lit with the rest of the area or subject 
out of the light.

The snoot in these situations allows the light to be 
adapted and a tightly focused beam of light, which has the 
full intensity of the light source behind it, to shine through to 
specifically where it is aimed. Snoots have been around for a 
very long-time above water.

I first encountered them underwater around ten years 
ago and at that time you couldn’t really purchase one off the 
shelf. You had to make one yourself. I recall seeing an image 
at that time, that an enterprising and creative underwater 
photographer named Kerri Wilk had taken, of a hairy frogfish 
that he had lit with a home-made snoot. It looked totally 
different to any macro image that I had seen. There was a 
perfect black background hiding the no doubt messy and 
distracting background habitat and somehow the actual 
subject really came to life, with beautiful skin texture and 
vibrant colours, and a subject that almost looked in 3D. I set 
out to make one myself!

I won’t go into the detail and frustrations and hundreds of 
totally black images which followed! However, I managed to 
get what I thought was a great picture on my first trip with 
a snoot (See Image 1). I have been a snooter ever since! The 
early home- made and then shop-bought models had one 
fallback – you couldn’t really see where the flashlight was 
going to hit the subject, and it was a nightmare setting the 
light up on the subject as a result. There have been quite a few 
snoots since with fibreoptic lights, and a type of laser aiming 
device attached. The former were difficult to use and the 
latter difficult in strong sunlight. For me, it wasn’t until Retra 
brought out their LSD Snoot (See image 2) which transformed 
the ease of using this type of lighting. More recently, 
Backscatter have designed and brought out their MF-1 Mini 
Flash and OS-1 Optical Snoot, which is opening up snooting 

This form of lighting is one which I teach on my macro 
workshops as it can transform pictures quickly and also a 
student can be taught the rudiments on the first dive. My 
students really see the difference in the impact their images 
have compared to images with more-traditional forms 
of strobe lighting, and from my experience are eager to 
experiment more with this type of lighting. 

As underwater photographers, we spend our time 
looking for subjects semi-hidden in their bottom-dwelling 
environment. The subjects can be difficult to isolate from the 
background of weed, pebbles and general muck. By directing 
the light onto the subject or even part of the subject, we 
isolate the subject from the background making it stand out 
(See image 3).

The ‘textbook’ method of using a snoot is to have it attached 
to your housing and the strobe and to use longer arms than 
would be the case otherwise, and have the snoot pointing 
directly down towards the subject at first until you get more 
experienced. If you are waiting to get onto a subject that 
the guide has spotted, use the time to line up the snoot on 
a pebble or something else inanimate close by and which is 
of a similar size to the subject. When you have the spotting 
light lined up on the subject, tighten the arms down and turn 
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to a market which includes compact camera users, but also is 
great for DSLR and mirrorless camera users as it is so compact. 

The ease of using both of these company’s snoots is that a 
strong light source via the strobe’s spotting light is condensed 
optically as it penetrates the snoot tube and then emerges 
as a bright but narrower beam of light which can be aimed at 
a subject. The light beam size can be controlled by different-
sized holes in inserts that are pushed into the snoot. Mainly 
used by macro photographers, snoots can also be used for 
wide-angle images although a wider light beam is desirable. 
I have used them to light smaller foreground subjects in a 
wide-angle shot.

off the auto focus. When you move into position 
to take a picture of the subject, if you rock in and 
out with the housing until the subject comes into 
focus, the snoot spotting light should be directly 
onto it. At that point I turn the autofocus back on 
and shoot away. You will probably have to do some 
last-minute fine tuning of position, but you should 
be close to the perfect position with the snoot to 
subject distance/camera and angle.
I tend to set the strobe to ¾ power at first and 

then adjust exposure from the camera by moving the ISO 
up or down. This saves having to keep touching the strobe 
and risk knocking it out of position. Camera settings should 
otherwise be on manual with a closed aperture for maximum 
depth of field and a relatively fast speed to help the 
background stay dark or black. 

It is important that you check your histogram for blown 
highlights. If they are blown, then adjust the ISO down. 
Occasionally for very reflective or light subjects 

I will turn the strobe power down while being careful not 
to move the strobe position. Subjects such as the emperor 
shrimp in Image 4 have white bodies that are easy to over 
light (see image 4).

Image 1. Hairy 
Frogfish lit with a 
home -made snoot 
in 2010

Image 2. Retra Snoot 
mounted on an Inon 240 
strobe and Nauticam 
Housing

Image 3. Emperor 
shrimp on nudibranch 

sitting on the silty 
bottom - snoot lit
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You don’t always 
have to have black 
backgrounds with 
snooting. Simply turn 
the speed down to 
lighten the background 
(see Image 5). If you 
do this you will need 
to compensate by 
using a lower ISO or 
smaller aperture or 
strobe power, or a 
combination of some 
or all of these.

Snoot lighting is 
not diffused as the 
strobe’s diffusers 
are removed to fit 
the snoot. It is therefore a fairly harsh light and as it is a 
concentrated light, it can be very directional. This is great for 
texture! I love snooting frogfish with their bristles and rough 
skin for this reason (see image 6).

While lining up the snoot when mounted on a camera can 
be tricky, when it is set up properly, I recommend you don’t 
change the position if you can help it unless a new subject 
is bigger. Start with a lowish ISO and increase as you need 
to, and as I said earlier make sure you check your histogram 
regularly. Use the largest hole on the insert first on a new 
subject. When you have a few shots in the bag change inserts 
and try to light a part of the subject or show less foreground. 
Work together with your buddy or guide – lighting technicians 
are free underwater! I will often hand over a spare strobe 
with snoot attached to my dive guide, having practiced with 
him on land and explained how it works and what you are 
after. You can have the strobe firing on slave with your other 
strobe pointing backwards and on low power, or attach a flash 
trigger – they both work well.

If firing your snoot pointing straight down, try not to 
light the bottom around what you are photographing and 
concentrate on just getting the light on the subject. This is 
achieved by moving the snoot into an angled position to the 
subject. Try moving the snoot a little bit at a time. This fine 
tuning of the snoot position is great for portraits (See image 
7). Sometimes though it is good to have some foreground 
context, say for example if you are trying to show the viewer 
how big the subject is, so in this instance lighting part of the 
bottom is beneficial.

Next time you go diving with a macro set up, try snooting. 
Borrow one from another photographer or buy one between a 
group of you! You will be amazed how easy it is and also how 
your pictures look. n

Image 4. Emperor 
shrimp and nudibranch 

isolated by Snoot 
lighting

Image 7. Careful 
aiming of snoot light 
to avoid lighting the 
foreground. Helps 
image float

Image 5. By reducing the 
speed to 1/50th Sec the 
background has been lit 

by ambient light and the 
subject by Snoot light

Image 6. Snoot lighting is 
a harsh light and great for 

showing off texture


