Water Drop Photography

By Robert Lindberg

Now that winter has settled in most people seem to have a little more time on their hands as the colder
weather keeps us indoors bundled up in the warmth of our homes. Not only does this give us some
quality time to spend with our Families, but for me this is a great opportunity to start new photography
projects which can be fun and rewarding.

One project | always wanted to try was photographing Water Drops; there seem to be so many great
photos | have seen in magazines, TV ads and all over the internet. So | decided to do some research and
where to start that research was an easy choice, the Internet of course, so | fired up my search engine
and typed in “How to Water Drop Photography”. As usual there were about 34 million hits, so | started
down the list of the ones | thought might be helpful. It didn’t take me long into my research to realize
that there were many people doing this and many different ways of doing it. Some were using full studio
setups, multiple flashes, on and off camera flash, lamps and
flashlights; there were some pretty weird and elaborate
setups. | viewed a video of one person using a flash
connected to off camera shoe cord wrapped in plastic
placed under a clear tray full of water in his kitchen sink
with the tap dripping away, wow, whatever works for you.

So after doing my extensive research —about an hour and a
half Lol — | decided that | was going to keep it simple as |

didn’t want to spend a too much time on my setup, also | Photo A

didn’t have a lot of fancy studio equipment lying around the house. It was a good thing that | did keep it
simple because | can now say almost anyone can shoot Water Drop photos without much other than a
camera, flash, tripod, remote switch and a few household items. The old rule of K.I.S.S., (Keep it simple
starbuck) really does work. | always substitute the word “starbuck” instead of “stupid”, it just sounds
more considerate, if that can be the case when calling something or someone stupid.

Water Setup

Starting off with the really technical stuff you need for the shoot I’ll describe
what | used to hold the water — a plastic tray. Well ok not so technical, but this
isn’t just any plastic tray, it’s a black plastic tray. No really, kidding aside, there
was a reason why | used a black tray; it made some really nice effects when
reflecting the water from the bottom. Although you can use any color you
want | found black to be the best neutral shade as it seemed to give the
picture more depth (photo A). If | was to use white it would blend into the
areas which the flash reflected white off the surface of the water. The size of
the tray was about 8” X 10”, | would say not to less because then the edges of

the tray can be seen in the photo. The depth of the tray isn’t really too much
of a concern, 1” worked fine for me. Next | had to set the tray on something
so | picked a table about waist high, in the end this worked really well as | didn’t have to bend over to
setup focus while looking through the view finder. Last was the bag that was needed to create the
constant drip of water, | used a zip lock freezer bag, but of course you can use whatever is handy. | hung
the bag from the ceiling with a coat hanger and hook. It is important though how the hole is created,



using a needle it took some time to play with this to get the right size of drop and drip speed. It seemed
in the end the faster drip, about 2 or 3 per second, produced the best results. Make sure the drip hits
the same spot every time, meaning that the bag has to be stable and the drip should come out of the
hole without hitting any other part of the bag. These steps are critical when having to focus in on the
drop as | will explain later.

Camera Setup

For the camera setup | used my Canon 40D with the Canon 580EXII flash and Canon RS-80N3 Remote
switch all set on a Manfrotto 190 CL tripod. The lens | choose was the Canon EFS 60mm macro, although
you can use just about any lens, | picked the macro because | was doing close up photos and it had a
good length of 96mm with my crop camera so | didn’t have to place the camera too close to the water. A
note here that the water will splash up so placing a lens too close will get water drops on the lens and
then you will be constantly wiping off the water, so best to be able to set the front of the lens back at
least 8” from the water drops and have a towel handy to keep the area dry. You can also try to set the
camera at different angles to the tray depending on the effect you want, mine was set at around 35% so
| could only see the surface of the water.

Next | proceeded to set the cameras exposure settings. Using manual mode | wanted the best quality
and lowest noise possible so | set the ISO to 100. The F stop | set to a shallower depth of field at first,
5.6, but | found later | got my best shots from 6.3 to 8.0; this is because with too shallow depth of field |
found there weren’t as many keepers in focus due to the variation of the drop sizes and shapes. | kept
the shutter speed consistent at 1/250™ of a sec to coincide with my flashes maximum sync speed

Photo B without using high speed sync; this froze the drops rather well.

The last step of the setup is to set the focus on the area in which the
drop will consistently contact the surface of the water. To do this we
want to get an object, like a pencil (photo B), and place it across the
surface of the water so that the water drop is now contacting the
pencil. Now we have a point of focus. You are now going to focus in on

this point; you can do this a couple of ways, | used the view finder
keeping the lens on auto focus pushed the shutter button half way until proper focus was achieved. If
your camera has live view you can use it as well to get the same result. After you have proper focus you
need to the set your lens to manual focus “MF” to maintain the focal point throughout the shoot, as
long as nothing in your setup moves, like the camera or water bag. The total setup time took me about
2 hours for the first time, most of this time was spent on searching the house and asking the wife for the
supplies | needed, she always seems to know where all the stuff is. The second time took only about 20
min. being all my supplies were at hand.

The Shoot

This is where the fun begins, actually getting to shoot some drops in action. In the case of, “timing is
everything”, so true holds in this type of photography. When [ first starting shooting | was getting some
really great pictures of plain rippling water — Yahoo! The fact is | was pressing the button on the remote
switch either too early or too late, so | started studying the timing of the drops and sure enough after
some practice | was getting the timing right on. To get the various different colors reflecting off the



water | first started shooting with my Opus 42” reflector with the silver cover on and hung it from the
ceiling behind the tray of water, which gave the water kind of a mercury look to it. | read on the internet
that some people used their own printed color
patterns to set behind the tray for varying effects, so
with the flash set up to reflect off the background
onto the surface of the water | could pretty much set
anything | wanted behind the tray. | started trying
everything; beer cans, top of a cooler, container lids,
whatever was able to reflect light, my 3 year old
daughter even got involved handing me her building
blocks and candy container (photo C). | was definitely
getting some awesome shots in and when my wife

Photo C

saw what my daughter and | were doing she had to
get in on the action trying her hand out at shooting herself.

Well as you can tell this project was not only fun for me but it also turned into quality time with Family,
the best of both worlds you could say. In the end this project was fun and simple with a lot of good
keepers to hang on the wall or display on the shelf. | would think that many people could come up with
their own ideas for setting up various ways to shoot water drops and get some remarkable looking
pictures of their own. As long as you start with the basics and remember to have fun, shooting water
drops can be a rewarding exercise in photography. Enjoy!



