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Abstract

Dental professionals utilize photography predomi-
nantly as a means of clinical documentation. Howev-
er, the artful manipulation of lighting, color, contrast,
and composition in images can serve to elicit specific
emotions in the viewer. When incorporating these fea-
tures into dental photography, clinicians are able to
create an emotional connection to attract the attention
of patients, colleagues, businesses, and manufacturers.
Certain visual features, techniques, and photographic
principles have been found to produce images that are
generally accepted to be more visually pleasing. Basic
guidelines of composition and ambiance are discussed
to explain why these specific photographic elements
and attributes trigger human emotions.
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Introduction
Dental photography is an esthetic, visual language that
utilizes subjective properties and principles of lighting,'
color,? contrast,® and composition* to translate tangible
images into palpable emotions.>” When the human
brain perceives an esthetically pleasing photograph,
the neurotransmitter dopamine is released into the vi-
sual cortex and generates a sensation of pleasure.®'° This
unconscious response is the impetus that causes many
dental professionals to purposefully move beyond the
traditional protocols of static and inert clinical docu-
mentation to incorporate such features into their den-
tal photography. They thereby can create an emotional
connection to attract the attention of potential custom-
ers (patients), colleagues (referral sources), and partner
companies (product advocates/key opinion leaders)."
The subjective nature of human-centric preferences
related to the beauty and emotive capacity of certain
dental photographs has often proven to be a challenge
to discern.!? Despite the lack of objective rules and a
universal standard for what constitutes esthetic and
emotionally driven dental photography, certain visual
features, techniques, and photographic principles have
been found to produce images that are generally accept-
ed to be beautiful.®” The following guidelines, while not
exhaustive, provide basic principles of composition and
ambiance for a select group of the most salient image
features that explain why human emotions are triggered
by certain photographic elements and attributes.
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Guidelines

Composition

Leading lines, simplification, and Rule of Thirds: Compo-
sition refers to the intentioned placement of certain visual
elements within the photograph. The most visually pleasing
compositional format for dental photographic images has
been well established to fall within the parameters of a 4:3 or
16:9 aspect ratio (e.g., contemporary television, computer, and
smartphone screens (Fig 1).!*> Within the portfolio of many
dental photographers, commonly observed compositions in-
clude the use of parallel leading lines that guide the viewer's
attention across the frame (Figs 2a & 2b); simplified, mini-
malistic conformations employing isolated, stark elements to
create drama (Figs 3a & 3b); and a stand-alone image with
the center of interest (e.g., a single macro object on a black or
white background) positioned on one of four peripheral inter-
sections within the frame. This layout aesthetic, known as the
Rule of Thirds, tends to be more visually appealing than one in
which the subject is situated in the center of the frame'? (Figs
4a & 4b).

Rule of Odds and symmetry: Another compositional style
that impels the eyes to move around the frame is known as the
Rule of Odds. Even-numbered items are easier for the brain to
recognize and process, which ultimately leads to a less dynam-
ic image layout. Utilizing an odd number of items within the
photograph, therefore, helps to create movement and drama,
while at the same time creating a more interesting and esthetic
image'* (Fig 5). Once we appreciate and accept that these
guidelines do not represent obstinate formulas, we are pre-
sented with an excellent excuse to break the previously men-
tioned Rule of Thirds, which is to create symmetry. Through-
out the natural world, symmetry is ubiquitous, and therefore
it is not at all surprising that the human visual system has
evolved to have an exquisite sensitivity to and predilection
for it (Figs 6a & 6b).!>1°

Figure 1: Visually appealing aspect ratios.

Figures 2a & 2b: Diagonal shadows create parallel leading lines that direct the

viewer's attention from left to right across the image.

Figures 3a & 3b: A single subject isolated on an inky-black background creates a dramatic and minimalist aesthetic.

12 2021« Volume 37 - Issue 3



Cone/Cone

Figures g4a & 4b: Demonstration of the Rule of Thirds utilizing a Figure 5: The Rule of Odds creates interest by impelling the viewer's
simplified photographic composition and a monochrome white mind to actively search for comprehension among the uneven
background, with the focus of the main subject placed at one of number of items present.

four intersected points to create visual inferest.

Figures 6a & 6b: Humans have evolved to search for and recognize symmetry within the natural world.
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Ambiance
Light: Composition, albeit important, is meaning-
less without the essential element in all of dental
photography—Ilight. The essential elements to mak-
ing photographs are not, as many believe, the cam-
era or the lenses (Figs 7a & 7b). Without light, after
all, there can be no photographs. The word photog-
raphy is derived from the Greek words photos (light)
and graphos (writing or drawing), which literally
means “writing with light.” The manner in which
this light is directed on three-dimensional objects
within the oral cavity, or at the laboratory bench,
largely dictates the overall esthetic and emotional
atmosphere that the photograph conveys.!”

Black and white and color: Evoking emotions

even more visceral than pictures of teeth, portraits Figures 7a & 7b: Proper
of the human face tend to be a very popular form lighting produces excellent
of photography because they allow us to easily photos taken with (a)

identify and relate to the subject.’® When captur- a professional-quality
ing headshots, a pure white background produces lens, and (b) Iowgr—end
a clean, ethereal, and calming effect (Fig 8). One Igns, demons.’r rating t.hat
f the most emotionally driven lighting tech-  orend eauipmentis
ob the most emotionally en highting tec not always necessary
niques the clinician can employ, however, is the o produce high-quality
intense, side-lighting effect created with a single images.
overhead light source for moody, darker patient
portraits (Figs 9-10b). Dark lighting creates shad-
ows, can conceal information from the viewer,
and adds depth and intrigue to the final image.
Aside from portrait photography, many high-end
product shots and advertisements use the high-
contrast juxtaposition of bright and dark regions of
the image to create a sense of refinement and so-
phistication (Figs 11 & 12)."”
Color in the environment has a deep impact on
our mood and behavior?; it is widely believed to
be the visual experience most important to human
beings.? Dental photographers, however, often use
monochromatic, or black and white imagery to cre-
ate a separate aesthetic and an additional range of
emotional content.?? Black and white photography
involves a simple change in the visual presentation
of a stimulus so that instead of composing with
color, the clinician is forced to compose with a va-
riety of tones and contrasts. An impactful point of
focus can be made with the careful placement of a
subtle pop of color in an otherwise monochromatic
background (Fig 13). The utilization of black and
white photography in dentistry allows the artist to
emphasize features such as contours and boundary
information, which is particularly useful when the
photographer wants to highlight the global form or
shape of an object (Figs 14 & 15).2

Figure 8: A pure white background creates an ethereal feeling and a calming effect
on the viewer. (Model: Marina Gray, Bar Harbor, ME)
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Figure 9: A side-lighting effect creates a dark and moody Figures 10a & 10b: (a) Side-lighting adds depth and intrigue to patient portraits. (b) A
image with the use of shadows. single overhead parabolic octabox is used to create the side-lighting effect.

slalatalale

Figure 1: High-end product photographs Figure 12: High-contrast areas of juxtaposed Figure 13: An area of color on an otherwise
commonly utilize dark light to create a sense bright and dark areas add refinement to an monochrome background creates strong visual
of sophistication. image. interest and emotion.

While determining if an
image has high or low
emotional and esthetic

Figure 14: Black and white images convey Figure 15: Black and white images allow the \/a[ue IS 1M po mamt/
global form and shape. photographer to arfistically emphasize contours o
and boundary information. \t IS p@rhapS maore

imperative to ascertain
which attributes
contribute to this value
and why.

Journal of Cosmetic Dentistry '|5



I SCIENTIFIC SESSION

AACD ORLANDO
2022

Figure 16: Texture adds depth and highlights tactile sensory inputs.

Texture: Another way to influence the emotional register of
the viewer is to make photographs that appeal to multiple sen-
sory inputs. Creating unique depth and dimension to each ob-
ject by highlighting their texture arouses the corporeal aware-
ness of touch and promotes a haptic dimension of visuality
for the surface of the object: is it coarse, smooth, glossy, matte,
cool, or warm (Figs 16-18)?*

Depth of field: As already described, a minimalistic pho-
tographic composition often is preferred to pictures that have
multiple subjects to distract the viewer’s attention. As a final
guideline, photographers may use a larger aperture setting and/
or macro lenses to create a shallow depth of field. This tech-
nique further augments the streamlined aesthetic by holding
a single point of focus near the center of the object, while the
background blurs out of focus yet remains cohesive enough to
provide context for the image as a whole (Figs 19 & 20).

Summary

Dental photography, like any profession-related skill, requires
a particular set of techniques, aptitudes, and guidelines to pro-
duce emotionally driven photographs that leave a rich and
strong memory with the viewer. While determining if an image
has high or low emotional and esthetic value is important, it is
perhaps more imperative to ascertain which attributes contrib-
ute to this value and why. Providing objective guidelines to the
subjective human-centric proclivities surrounding these pho-
tographs is a challenging task, but, ultimately, the choices the
clinician makes concerning composition, lighting, and subject
matter say as much about the individual creating the photo as
it does about the patients and products being photographed.
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Figure 17: Texture arouses the sense of touch, allowing the
viewer fo imagine whether the subject is cool, smooth, or
glossy.

Figure 18: Texture triggers the viewer's emotions and
promotes a haptic dimension of visuality.

Figure 19: The use of a larger aperture creates a shallow
depth of field with a specific focal point on the subject.

Figure 20: A blurred background creates a minimalistic
aesthetic while providing enough context to remain cohesive.
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