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A painter once said, “That you can never see an object - only light on an object”. 
 
Norman Kerr in his book “Manual of Photographic Lighting” suggests a way of understanding light and 
lighting. It is based on breaking light down into six categories. Strictly speaking these apply to one light 
source but are easily adapted to multiple light sources. 
 
Brightness 

Any light source will produce a specific brightness – this is the quality that you measure with a light 
meter. 
A photograph with mainly dark tones is called ‘low key’ – if with light tones it is ‘high key’. The 
brightness of the scene may be changed overall or in certain areas (this is called a change in local 
brightness). 

 
Direction 

Light will come from a certain direction (front, top, side, backlighting etc.) Certain directions may 
help create certain effects e.g.: (oblique lighting may reveal texture). 

 
Contrast 

Contrast is the difference between the lightest and darkest parts of the image. It may be high, low or 
moderate etc. There is a difference between total and local contrast. 

 
Specula  

This quality of light depends on the size of the light source. Small light sources are specula and tend 
to give hard edge shadows, glaring highlights and reveal clearly the direction of the light by the 
emphasis of textures and the shadows it creates. Artificial lights, which create this type of light are, 
arc lamps, candles, small flash units etc. Natural lighting, which creates this quality of light, is bright 
sunshine with no clouds to diffuse the light. 
 

Diffuse 
Large light sources are often diffuse and tend to give soft, open shadows, even tones and thus a less 
definite sense of direction. Artificial lights which create this type of light are diffused lamps, flash 
brollies, Soff boxes etc. Overcast skies create a very even diffuse light. Normal daylight is an ever-
changing mix of these two sorts of light qualities. 

 
Colour 

Light is not usually pure in colour but is biased in some way. The colour of daylight varies due to the 
time of year, day, and place.  The colour cast is not always visible to the naked eye as the eye and 
brain work together and adapt to the light.  
This adaptability can be clearly observed if you walk in to a room from outside. The room should 
have its lights switched on before you do this. If the room is lit by normal tungsten bulbs you will 
notice that anything white has a slight reddish tint, but within a few seconds your eye and brain 
have filtered out the difference in colour and white will appear white. If fluorescent tubes light the 
room, the colour shift may appear green before it is filtered out by the eye and brain combination. 
When using digital cameras use the correct ‘White Balance’ setting for the light source or if you want 
very accurate colours carry out a manual white balance. 
 

Two other definitions concerning light: 
Available light: is light that is not under the photographer’s control. 
Ambient light:  is light that has been reflected so much that it is directionless. 
   (e.g.: the light under a table). 

 


