
Though today’s digital SLRs are more capable and offer better 
low-light performance than their predecessors, lighting is as 
important today as ever. Luckily, today’s imaging sensors need 
less light to make great images than the film cameras of yes-
teryear. A new breed of lighting equipment has been sweeping 
the marketplace, offering high quality gear at affordable prices 
and a good balance of performance  
and economy.

If you’re a photographer who’s 
doing mostly portrait or location 
work, a few affordable monolights 
might be all you need. However, 
for those who anticipate need-
ing more, these lights are a great 
starting point to hone your tech-
nique before making the leap to 
more expensive systems.

One of the newest entrants in 
the affordable monolight space is 
the Genesis series, sold by Chica-
go-based Calumet Photographic. 
The Genesis offers eye-catching 
performance—200 or 400 watt 
seconds of power, built-in slave, 
digital power adjustment and an 
audible recharge indicator—as 
well as wallet-conscious pricing, 
with a one-light kit costing as little  

I recently had the opportunity to 
take a set of Genesis monolights 
for a spin, and found a lot to get 
excited about. Calumet loaned me 
a Genesis 400 two-light kit, which 
includes two 10-foot light stands 

and 42-inch umbrellas, whose black backing cloth can be easily 
removed for shooting through the fabric. 

They also supplied a Calumet medium low-profile softbox 

of the Genesis kits, but are worthwhile add-ons. The optional 
softbox was sturdy and easy to assemble, though it took a bit 

of fiddling to get the speed ring 
together. Calumet uses a single 
universal speed ring for its light 
modifiers. A metal flange, which is 
held in place by an arrangement of 
thumbscrews and nylon washers, 
mates the speed ring to the strobe. 

This approach might be a bit 
more costly up front, but provides 
an easy way to keep your modifiers 
if you switch strobe brands. The 
Genesis strobes use the Elinchrom-
style speed ring, providing con-
sumers with an easy upgrade path 
to higher-end gear.

The strobes themselves, while 
plastic, feel rugged and well built. 
Both the light stand mount and 
umbrella mounting hole are plastic, 
but feel solid and substantial. 
Though I didn’t have the impres-
sion that the locking screws and 
handles were prone to stripping, it 
would probably be prudent to avoid 
over-tightening with any plastic-
construction equipment.

The rear panel of the strobes is 
well laid out and easy to operate. 
A large, centrally-located switch 
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The Calumet Genesis monolights, available in 200 and 400 
watt-second versions, offer a good balance of affordability 
and price. The 400 watt-second version is shown here. 

Above:  The Calumet Genesis’ rear control panel is uncluttered and 
cleanly laid out. The unit features digital power adjustments in 1/10-
stop increments and a built-in optical slave. 
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turns the unit on and off. A digital display reads out the current 
power setting in large, easy-to-read numbers. A display of 10 
corresponds to the lowest power level, while full power displays 
60. A pair of large buttons makes power setting fast and easy. The 
flash automatically triggers to dump excess energy when dialing 
in a lower power setting.

Other rear controls include the modeling light control, which 
switches the included 150 watt modeling bulb from full to pro-
portional intensity, a test button and buttons to enable the audible 
recharge confirmation and the built-in infrared slave. The AC 
plug, slave eye and a standard 1/8-inch sync cord socket occupy the 
left third of the rear panel.

A reflector, cover, modeling 
bulb, power and sync cords, 
the user’s guide and two re-
placement fuses are included 
in the box with the Genesis 
monolight. The unit ships with 
a flash tube already installed, 

replaceable component.
The eight-page user’s guide 

might seem to be a tad on 
the small side at first, but the 
Genesis is so simple to operate 
that a longer manual would be 
overkill. I found that I was able 
to use the Genesis right out 
of the box with practically no 
reference to the manual at all, 
except for figuring out how to 
enable the on-board slave. 

The slave, incidentally, can 
be triggered by another strobe 
or by an on-camera flash, and 
includes a setting to ignore 
red-eye reduction pre-flashes 
if your camera emits them.

The accessories included 
with the Genesis kit are of 
similarly solid construction. 
The light stands in particular 
are quite substantially built, 
with a center column near-
ly twice the thickness of my 
Smith-Victor stands. Even 
outdoors with a coastal breeze 
blowing, I didn’t worry about 
the strobes tipping over.

I do mostly location por-
traiture, so I enlisted the help 
of several models to put the 

Genesis 400s through their paces.
Set up was quick and easy. The Genesis units are easy to move 

around, even with modifiers attached, and the rubber coating en-
sures a positive grip. The softbox speed ring popped off the front 
of the strobe a couple of times, but this problem was minor and 
easily rectified by making sure the speed ring was firmly seated.

We set up a variety of indoor and outdoor one-light and two-
light arrangements. I opted to employ my Gadget Infinity wire-
less flash triggers for added flexibility. I also tested the on-board 
optical slave, which worked flawlessly indoors. 

However, like most optical slaves, the Genesis didn’t always 
trigger reliably in bright, sunny conditions. If you’re mostly shoot-
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Left:  Even outside of the studio, 
the Calumet Genesis performed 
well, producing remarkably consis-
tent exposures and speedy recycle 
times. (Model: Kari Goldbaum)

but the tube is a $65 user-



ing indoors or in a studio environment, this won’t be an issue. 
However, if you routinely work outside, a set of radio triggers 
would serve you well. The Genesis incorporates a standard 1/8-
inch sync jack, so connecting Gadget Infinity triggers or Pock-
etWizards should be no problem. If you choose instead to use 
the included PC sync cords, rest assured that the Genesis’ sync 
circuitry operates at a safe 5 volts, so there’s no risk of damage to 
your equipment.

In operation, the controls on the Genesis are well laid out 
and easy to manipulate. With a little practice, I was able to eas-

ily adjust the flash power and trigger the test button by feel—
helpful if the strobe is up on a light stand. The green LED power 
level display was a tad difficult to read in bright sunlight, but not 
impossibly so.

If you plan on working outdoors with the Genesis lights, I 
recommend enabling the audible recharge tone, as this will also 
sound a beep when you press the power setting keys. With a little 
practice, you can get a good sense of where the lights are set by 
counting beeps.

Recycle time was respectable, with the heads cycling in about 
three seconds at full power and less than one second at the low 

end of the scale. Most of my test shots came out at or below half 
power on the lights, which produced healthy f/11 exposures at 
1/200 at ISO 100. Exposures and color balance from frame to 
frame were remarkably even and consistent. I didn’t notice any 
notable color or exposure shifts during my testing.

It’s not uncommon when I work with my stand-mounted 
Vivitar 283s and Canon 580EX II to miss a shot while one or 
more lights are recharging, so I found the audible recycle indica-
tion a welcome help. With the Genesis 400s, by simply listening 
for the beeps from each strobe head, I didn’t see any misfires in 
more than 300 test exposures.

So, what’s the verdict?
Based on my testing, the Calumet Genesis would be comfort-

ably at home in a studio environment or on location.  However, 
hard-driving location shooters who need more durable gear, and 
pros who put 12-hour days on their equipment day after day 
might benefit from more rugged (and expensive) equipment. 
Likewise, if you consistently shoot large subjects such as cars, it’s 
unlikely that any 400 watt-second monolight will put out enough 
power for your needs. 

But, if you need relatively lightweight, inexpensive gear that’s 
well suited to the needs of today’s digital portrait or studio 
shooters, look no further. The features, quality, performance and 
value of the Calumet Genesis monolights definitely represent a 
winning combination.

Tammy Cravit is a professional photographer, writer and photojournalist based 
near Santa Barbara, California. She is a member of the Professional Photogra-
phers of California, and an Emerging Associate of the American Society of Media 
Photographers. Tammy can be contacted at tammy@tammycravit.com or via 
her Web site, www.TammyCravit.com.
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Further Information

    Model:  Genesis 200 Genesis 400

    Guide Number (feet):  120 160

    Power Range:  5 f-stops in 1/10-stop increments 5 f-stops in 1/10-stop increments

    Triggering:  Sync cord, radio trigger (not included) Sync cord, radio trigger (not included)
   or infrared slave or infrared slave

    Sync voltage:  5V 5V

    Dimensions:   11.65 x 5.5 x 8.2 inches, with cap 11.65 x 5.5 x 8.2 inches, with cap

    Weight (without reflector):  4.5 pounds 4.5 pounds

    Cost (two-light kit):  

At a Glance:
Calumet Genesis Monolights

Available in 200 and 400 watt second versions, 
the Calumet Genesis is a lightweight, easy to 
operate and affordable choice for digital pho-
tographers. The Genesis 200 and 400 include 
digital power level displays, a 5-stop adjustment 
range, modeling lights, audible recycle indica-
tor, and a built-in optical slave with a pre-flash-
ignore mode.

    Cost (monolight):                     

    Cost (one-light kit):

Please see website for current pricing.

Please see website for current pricing.

Please see website for current pricing.




