
One of the hardest things to get right in a photograph is the lighting. Too much light, too little light, or a 
combination of the two can ruin an otherwise perfect photo. But, luckily this problem can be solved if you 
understand the types of lighting, how they affect your camera and what you can do to use these effects to 
your full advantage.  

1. Backlighting  

Backlighting is just as it sounds: light that comes from behind your subject. This can make a beautiful photo, 
or turn a beautiful photo into a disaster. Backlighting is what turns a palm tree into a silhouette against the 
sunset. In this case, that is a good thing that adds to the photograph. But, the same thing can happen if you 
want to take a photograph of a person who has a strong backlight behind them, such as the sun, sky, or 
bright lights. The camera reads the brightness behind the main subject and sets its internal meter to expose 
properly for the extra light. This underexposes your subject and will usually turn them into a silhouette. You 
can avoid this by using a fill-flash. A fill-flash will “fill” in the needed light, chasing away the shadows from 
your subject caused from the bright light behind.  

2. Side lighting  

Side lighting can have a very drastic effect on your photos, also. But, unlike backlighting, its brightness comes 
from the right or left of your subject. This tends to cast one side in total darkness, while putting the other in 
the spot light. This is a wonderful way to get a mysterious, dramatic portrait photo. Pose your subject in 
front of a window, with one of their shoulders close to the window. Your camera will expose properly for 
the bright side and will usually cast the other side of the face in complete darkness. If, on the other hand, 
you want a natural portrait you can use something to reflect light onto the darkened side of the face. A 
white poster board or other light reflecting surface can bounce enough light back onto your subject to soften 
the effect of side lighting.  

Side lighting is wonderful for showing texture and adding depth to a photo.  

3. Diffused Lighting  

Sometimes lighting from any direction is just too harsh. This is when you want to soften the incoming light, 
to take away some of the contrast for a more pleasing photograph. Bright sunlight at midday is the worst 
kind of light for photography. The light colours are washed out and the contrasting shadows are too dark. 
To avoid this, wait for the sun to go behind a cloud or if your subject is moveable, put them in the shade of 
a tree or building and take the photo there. The light will be much more natural here and will result in a 
better photo. If it is not possible to move your subject, and there is not a cloud in sight, you can sometimes 
make your own shade with an umbrella or some similar object. Or, come back in the morning or evening 
when the sun is lower the sky.  

4. Artificial Lighting  

Artificial lighting comes in all shapes and sizes. From a built in flash on your camera to expensive lights in the 
studio, they all have their strengths and weaknesses.  

On camera flashes are simple and easy to use, but sometimes cause the awful red eye so common in 
snapshots. The further the flash is away from the lens, the less likely this is to happen. Another problem with 
on camera flash is the harsh light they cast onto the subject. If you have an off camera flash, you can bounce 
the light of a white surface (ceiling or wall) for a softer effect.  

One last thing to remember about artificial light, unless you are using black and white film, regular indoor 
lights will give your photos a colour cast. If you are using a digital camera remember to set your camera to 
the appropriate ‘White Balance’ setting. If using film camera you will need to use filters to obtain correct 
colour. 

Knowing these simple tips about lighting will help you go out and make the most of all your photo 
opportunities. And, with practice, your photography will open up new opportunities for you! 

  

 



5. Reflectors/Diffusers 

Sometimes a flash is not the best way to add light to a subject. Reflectors are often used to create dramatic 
lighting effects outdoors or in situations when flash cannot be used. Reflectors can be professionally made or 
can be simple items such as aluminium foil-covered cardboard. As long as the object will reliably reflect light 
back towards a subject, it is a reflector. 

Reflectors in photography are simply any item used to reflect light towards your subject. Reflectors can be 
used with a flash or in lieu of a flash. If you do not have the option of using an off camera flash, or a flash 
with swivel head, reflectors are an excellent way to achieve a professional lighting effect without 
professional equipment. Reflectors are either placed on a stand or other support, or held by an assistant to 
direct light onto a subject. Reflectors are generally held at an equal angle from the light source and the 
subject. 

 
Reflectors vary in size depending on the amount of light needed and the size of the subject. There is also no 
set shape of reflectors. Some are round and some are square or rectangle shaped. Although there are 
numerous reflectors manufactured for photography (Lastolite, Sun Bounce etc.), many photographers use 
homemade reflectors. These reflectors can be as simple as a piece of poster paper, white card or a 
Polystyrene Tile. 

Homemade Reflectors Examples: 

 Poster Paper 
 Large Photo Frame Covered in Fabric 
 Tracing Paper (Diffuser) 
 Polystyrene Tiles 
 Mirrors & Tin Foil 

Reflectors are also used to change the quality of light in photographs. The colour of the reflector will show 
up in the light reflected onto the subject.  

Reflectors and Light 

 Gold - creates warm tones 
 White - neutral colour effect 
 Blue - creates cool tones 
 Silver - creates neutral tones but brighter than white 
 Black reflectors absorb light to create darker shadows. 

Lighting Ratios for Photography 

An important concept to understand when working with studio lighting, external light sources and reflectors 
for any type of photography is contrast. Contrast is the difference in the amount of light that falls on the 
dark areas of a scene and the amount of light that falls on the highlight areas of a scene. Humans can see a 
wide range of contrast while film and digital capture devices are much more limited in the light level ranges 
that they can record. For this reason, use caution when lighting a scene, and consider the ratio of the light 
between the light and dark areas of the subject matter which is called the Lighting Ratio. 

Due to the latitude of film and digital sensors (Dynamic Range), it is the photographer’s goal to find the 
exposure that strikes the appropriate balance between the highlights and shadows for that particular subject 
or for a desired effect. 

You must begin by deciding the desired “feel” of the final image. If you wish to obscure shadow detail and 
draw attention to the subject, high contrast lighting may be most appropriate. On the other hand, you may 
wish to show detail in both the highlight and shadow areas which would require lower contrast lighting. 
Once you know the effect you wish to obtain, you can begin to identify the proper lighting ratio for the 
shoot. 

The definition of a proper lighting ratio is very subjective and can vary widely between photographers; it 
also depends upon the subject matter and the eventual use for the image.  

There are several lighting ratios commonly used in commercial portrait photography that we can use to 
illustrate the process for determining this ratio in the studio setting. For example, a lighting ratio of 4:1 is 
common for traditional portraits.  
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