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Painting with light is a fun technique that can give great results. There 

are two methods one where you paint the whole subject matter in 

one long exposure. The second method has benefits as it allows you 

to concentrate on individual parts of the subject, using shorter 

exposures. This also reduces the chances of being accidentally 

included in the image. Using software like ‘Adobe Photoshop or 

Photoshop Elements’ you can then merge the individual images in to 

one complete image. Painting with light will create something 

different every time because each exposure will be unique. 

To experiment with technique, make sure you have the following 

items:  

1. A camera capable of long exposures – compact with semi pro 

facilities, (lots of manual overrides) or DSLR You will be able to see 

results instantly for the first method mentioned above. In "real time" 

and make corrections as you go.  

2. A good sturdy tripod is essential as you will want to make sure that 

your camera does not move during the exposure. It is also advisable to 

use a cable release, or a remote release, if your camera has the 

facility. This will minimise any risk of camera shake due to you 

pressing the shutter release button. Another method of firing the 

camera is to use thee cameras built in self-timer function. Use the ‘10’ 

second delay setting, as this will allow the camera time to settle down. 

Don’t kick the tripod! 

3. A number of torches with different illumination (power) and 

variable beam spread, such as a Mag-Lite. A high power torch with 

lots of light output (millions of Lumens). You can also use external 

flash units which have a strobe effect. When using strobe lights it’s a 

good idea to experiment with the flash rate and power intensity 

settings. Also consider multiple LED torches, Laser pointers (careful 

not to point at anyone’s eyes) an also think about using coloured 

acetates over the light sources or lens to affect the colours recorded 

4. A dark location. If you are going to shoot at home - a dark room will 

be ‘OK’. If shooting outside - make sure that you are not working 

under a street light, or where vehicles will pass by and illuminate you 

with their headlights.  

5. If possible work with others so that you have someone to operate 

the camera while others work with the lights. It’s also a good idea for 

health and safety reasons and the security of the equipment.  

Procedure: 

Set your camera on the tripod and take a sample shot with flash / or lights on. This will help you check that your 

composition is fin, and everything is positioned in the frame correctly.  

Set your camera to a low ISO setting, this will give more time to paint the object or create a light pattern. Set the 

time of the exposure in combination with the aperture to give you a correct exposure for your particular light 

source/s. This will usually be a trial and error procedure, using a digital cameras makes this easy, as you can see 

the results instantly.  It is very important to focus your camera manually, as auto focus will not be able to work! 
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The next part of the procedure is really trial and error; you may be 

pleasantly surprised or equally disappointed! All you have to do is 

figure out what works and what does not and then start having 

creative fun! The only thing that will limit you is your imagination. 

Open the camera shutter with a cable release, self-timer or a remote if 

your camera has the facility. Once the shutter is open use your torch to 

light the subject matter where you want to "paint". You can use of  a 

flashlight to make the light wash over the subject matter or you can be 

more accurate and use the flash light as a pen, and do precise work. 

Areas where the light is left for a greater amount of time will be bright, 

therefore be careful not to linger too much over the same area or the 

image will become burned out (over exposed).   

When the shutter closes you are a free person again. Inspect your 

image and inspect what you have created. Learn from your mistakes 

and alter your procedure to make corrections.  

It is a good idea to work in groups with someone always near the 

camera, so you can at least be told the camera has closed its shutter, 

after all there’s no point painting with light and not recording it. 

Research: Access the internet to find movies and similar images to 

those illustrating this hand-out, to inspire your own creativity. 

Use your research to inspire your own creative attempts, try to get 

others involved if you want to do this sort of photography. Working 

in groups will have benefits as you will be able to have one person 

operating the camera and others using the light sources. You can 

combine creative ideas and effort. It’s also advisable for your own 

safety, as your activities may attract unwanted attention! 


