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Josh Tomalin

Performers of all  kinds transform themselves in order to 

play a character or become someone else once they step on 

to the stage. The fascinating change that takes place is a rich 

subject for photography. 

THE SCENES

TRANSFORMATION:

PHOTOGRAPHING
BEHIND
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A
n aspect of photography that is often not 

given the acknowledgement that it 

deserves is that making images leads the 

photographer to have a greater understanding of 

themselves. What I mean by this is that our natural 

instinct as photographers is to use our camera to 

describe and understand the thing, the scene or 

the people in front of us. This is an instinctive use 

of a tool that permanently creates an image of the 

world external to us.

However, if you persevere with making images 

long enough you discover a curious thing – the 

images start to describe you as well as the world. 

You start to learn why you are compelled to make 

certain images and what is it about the images 

that you make that strike a chord within you. This 

is a very long-term process and involves taking 

thousands of terrible images and a few decent 

ones. It is very hard work. You must spend some 

long nights with coffee reflecting honestly on your 

work but, if you do, some truths start to emerge like 

headlights in the fog.

Legs 

X100T at f/8, 1/125 sec, ISO 1600
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I photograph dance and theatre, and whether I’m 

making performance, promotional or headshot 

images, I’ve always been attracted to a kind of 

rawness and minimalism, letting the play of light 

tell the story and letting that which is unimportant 

fall away. Over the last couple of years, it has slowly 

dawned on me that what I am interested in is the 

idea of transformation and this rawness is part of 

an attempt to reveal what is beneath the 

construction of a character. I am fascinated by the 

idea that a performer peels layers from themselves 

and reconstitutes themselves as a different person 

for a short period of time. I am no actor but talking 

to and observing them, I am struck that when they 

are onstage they are not pretending to be someone 

else, they actually are someone else.

The sun, waiting for its cue 

X100T at f/2.8, 1/200 sec, ISO 200
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A corpse prepares 

X100T at f/2.5, 1/125 sec, ISO 3200
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I’m lucky enough to have photographed behind 

the scenes at all kinds of shows from large scale to 

fringe theatre, touring dance, outdoor parties, 

dance school shows, flamenco competitions in 

Mexico and everything in between. In theatre there 

is a convention called ‘the half’. Traditionally, this is 

thirty-five minutes before the performance is 

scheduled to start, and signifies the hard deadline 

where everyone involved in the show must be 

backstage and everyone else has to leave. It also 

has a physiological effect in that everyone’s 

attention now turns to the impending moment 

when they must cross the line and play their part 

in proceedings.  

The differing way in which performers approach 

their transformation is amazing to me. Some deal 

with this through levity, perhaps not believing their 

luck that they make a living in such a fun job and 

are full of ebullient energy, laughing and joking 

until the very final second. Some are quiet and 

reflective, preferring to be alone and considering 

what it is they are about to do. Dancers especially 

seem to become even more active, as if trying to 

prolong the waiting period for as long as possible. 

Others approach the physical aspects of 

transformation, getting into costume and applying 

makeup, with the seriousness of a ritual. Everything 

that happens after the half becomes an aspect of 

this – waiting around, telling jokes, reading lines, 

drinking tea, smoking a cigarette. We are at the 

point where the people we are looking at are not 

quite yet the characters they will become, but they 

are also not the same performers who woke up this 

morning. 

Does it fit? 

X-Pro2 + XF23mmF1.4 at f/1.4, 1/125  sec, ISO 200
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Tea break 

X100T at f/2.8, 1/125 sec, ISO 4000
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As we get closer to ‘beginners’, five minutes 

before the start of the show when everyone 

involved in the first scene must be in the wings 

waiting for the show to begin, the influence of the 

backstage crew becomes more apparent. Stage 

managers run around looking for missing 

performers with a mixture of frustration and 

affection depending on how many times they have 

had to do this exact task before. Lighting, sound 

and stage technicians will take a seat behind their 

consoles or go through last minute checks on 

variably reliable equipment. The story ends when 

the houselights go down and the performance 

starts - the transformation is complete.  

When it comes to thinking about how Fujifilm 

cameras fit into telling this story, the truth is that I 

am not a very technically demanding photographer. 

I don’t need a camera that can turn night into day 

or that can focus on a served tennis ball. In a funny 

way, photographing behind the scenes is like 

photographing wildlife. A cast and crew become a 

tightly knit group like a clan of animals, vigilant 

around outsiders, and what works for me are 

cameras that remove, as far as possible, the barriers 

between myself and those around me.

An inevitable progression 

X100T at f/4, 1/125 sec, ISO 500
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Ready 

X100T at f/2, 1/125 sec, ISO 400
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I really appreciate, therefore, the quiet leaf and 

electronic shutters, and the small size and 

unobtrusive design of my X100T and X-Pro2, as 

well as their ability to make a good image at ISO 

6400. Although I’m in love with the gloomy 

aesthetic, the backstage of every theatre in the 

world, from the West-End to the upstairs function 

room of a pub, is horribly under-lit.   

A brief moment in the light 

X100T at f/2.8, 1/340 sec, ISO 200
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The most important feature of these cameras to 

me, though, is the ability to use manual focus with 

peaking in the EVF. I have a natural preference 

towards manual focus in most situations because 

choosing the point of focus in a tactile manner, 

with a turn of a finger rather than pushing a button, 

forces me to consider more carefully my choice 

before I trip the shutter. Being able to use peaking 

to assist with this is so great because it makes it 

possible to manually focus accurately in even the 

dingiest light. Once you have enough practice with 

this method, it is honestly faster than using 

autofocus. 

I’ll typically choose two focal lengths, something 

wide-ish like the XF18mmF2 or the X100T (23mm) 

and something normal/tele-ish like either of the 

XF35mm lenses or the XF56mmF1.2. I’m not fussy 

and I don’t have a system for choosing which focal 

lengths I want to use in which situation; I go with 

whatever I am in the mood for and stick with it. 

Fairly often, I won’t even use a second camera and 

will just grab the X100T.

Stage management 

X-Pro2 + XF35mmF1.4 at f/1.4, 1/125 sec, ISO 800



FUJILOVE  | 112

When you start to see yourself in your images, 

what can you do about it? Practically, I incorporate 

the idea of transformation into all of my work, not 

just behind the scenes. If I am photographing an 

actor’s headshot, I watch how they respond to 

direction and try and show the unique subtleties in 

their expressions to showcase their versatilities as 

a performer. Given that the average job for me 

involves coming in to photograph a show for a day 

or half a day, I want to use personal projects to 

explore this idea in a longer-form manner and look 

more closely at one performer’s transformation 

over an extended period. 

Countdown 

X-Pro2 + XF56mm at f/1.2, 1/125 sec, ISO 400
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It is important to understand that an insight into 

yourself and why you take the images that you take 

is a small piece of a much larger whole. That whole 

is becoming a better photographer. As slow and 

excruciating as it can be, there is a reason why all 

cultures have a version of the aphorism to “know 

thyself”. You can’t improve the images you make 

without an understanding of what it is you are 

trying to achieve. If you are lucky enough to know 

this, lean into it – don’t run away from it.  

Vocal warmup - Oberon and Tatiana in a car park 

X100T at f/2.8, 1/180 sec, ISO 200
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The performer’s transformation is a special thing 

that is purposefully hidden away and private. Why 

would you want to invite the audience backstage 

to ruin the magic? At the same time, or maybe 

because of that, being able to photograph it is a 

wonderful insight into the work that takes place to 

create the show in front of you.

JOSH TOMALIN

www.tomalinlightworks.com 

Butterflies 

X-Pro2 + XF35mmF1.4 at f/1.8, 1/180 sec, ISO 200


