
Light is light
Natural Light. If it exists it is natural. It can be 
the sun, a lightbulb, a flash. They all exist. None 
of them is “supernatural.”

Available Light:
 With appologies to Eugene Smith, who said 
“available light is any damn light that’s avail-
able,” I am an available light photographer. I 
make use of any light that is available. And with 
proper planning I can make sure that the lights I 
want are there and available to me.

The basic properties that I think of when creating 
a portrait are:
color: cool or warm or neutral
amount: how bright is the light
quality: does it product hard or soft shadows

Color: controlled by filtering the light, filtering 
the lens, adjusting color in post processing.

Amount: higher wattage produces more light. 
Controlled in camera by shutter speed, ISO, and 
Aperture for ambient light. For flash only ISO 
and aperture affect the amount. Shutter speed is 
usually irrelevant.

Quality: size and distance control the quality 
of the light. Quality doesn’t necessarily refer to 
good or bad. You can have beautiful light that 
has hard shadows. But quality is the word we’re 
stuck with now. And quality will be what most of 
this class is about.

Small light sources (candles, bare light bulbs, 
camera flashes) produce hard shadows. But small 
is a relative term. The sun is a gigantic light 
source. However, it is far away and relatively 
small in size, so the light from the direct sun on 
earth is hard/harsh. It produces dark shadows 
with an abrupt edge. They also tend to give very 
bright specular highlights, but I’ll talk more 
about those later.

We can take just about any of the small light 
sources listed above and make them larger by 
inserting a larger translucent object between 
the light and the subject. For bare light bulbs 
we can put a lampshade over it. For a strobe we 
can use a diffusion screen or put the light into a 
softbox or an umbrella. For the sun we can wait 
for a cloudy day or erect large sails or scrims. 
Now the same light source will have lighter tone 
shadows with a gradation between full light and 
full shadow.

As mentioned when talking about the sun up 
above, the distance between the light and subject 
is as important as the size. You can take a large 
softbox and move it back15 feet from the subject 
and it is now a small light.

New photography students can get confused at 
this point. It seems counter intuitive that a light 
brought in closer (where it might feel harsher to 
the subject looking at the light) is actually softer. 
Added to that, the light in close and soft gives 
more overall scene contrast. We’ll get to that 
later.
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SPECULAR HIGHLIGHTS
Now, about those specular hightlights. When we 
photograph something we are recording the light 
reflecting from that subject. The surface texture 
of the subject will determine what those reflec-
tions are like. Smoother surfaces will produce 
more mirror-like reflections, which we’ll call 
specular highlights. These mirror-like reflections 
are the same brightness as the light that produces 
them. This may seem “wrong” if you are famil-
iar with the inverse square law. Inverse Square 
says that the intensity of the light is inversely 
proportional to the distance between the light 
and subject. That is true for diffuse reflections. 
Diffuse reflections are what we generally see. A 
subject’s skin, the clothing they have on, their 
hair, etc. But there is a correlation to this with 
specular highlights. With speculars, the bright-
ness remains the same when you change the light 
to subject distance. Instead, the size of the reflec-
tion changes. So, as you move the light closer to 
a shiny object the size of the light reflected in the 
mirror-like surface gets bigger and as you move 
the light away it gets smaller. It does so in the 
same inverse relationship, thereby maintaining 
the inverse square law.

OVERALL SCENE CONTRAST
I mentioned the inverse square law above. Tech-
nically, the law applies to small “point source” 
lights, such as a candle flame. When you double 
the distance between that candle and the subject 
being lit by the candle the subject receives only 
1/4 the light falling on it. We can say that the 
light falls off intensity. But that is not the full/
real story. What happens is that the light spreads 
out from the light source in a cone shaped pat-
tern. So the light spreads out in all directions 
as it is moved away from the subject. Think of 
a 4x5 inch photograph and an 8x10 inch pho-
tograph. If you put two 4x5s on top of an 8x10 
they will only cover half of that 8x10. You need 
4 4x5s to cover an 8x10 because we need to ex-
pand in all directions. Light does the same thing. 
We can tell that the light hasn’t gotten dimmer 
by observing a cityscape at night or by flying 
in an airplane above a city at night. From the 

distance you can see all the street lights and the 
lights in the windows of stores and other build-
ings. The light from those distant sources have 
spread out so wide that they won’t light you up, 
but at the same time their brightness still reaches 
you for you to be able to see the lights. The elec-
tromagnetic radiation continues on out into space 
for ever and ever. With the proper instrumenta-
tion we can look at far away galaxies and see the 
light that emanated from them years and years 
ago. The light reaches us, but it doesn’t illumi-
nate us because it has spread out (fallen off) so 
much by the time it reaches us.

Inverse Square, as mentioned, strictly applies to 
small light sources. As you move up to umbrel-
las and soft boxes it doesn’t apply directly in 
the square ratio, but it still does still affect the 
amount of light. And it gives us a very important 
and powerful control over a scene’s total con-
trast.

When your light is in close to your subject it will 
illuminate the subject fully while keeping the 
background dark. You can leave the background 
dark or add another light, but that is for another 
class on multiple lights. Right now we’ll con-
centrate on the separation between subject and 
background.

When working with new students I find they 
often start out by putting their lights far away 
from their subjects. They get all excited that they 
have shiny new 24” shoot-through umbrellas, 
which can give wonderful soft light, but they set 
them up 10 feet away from their subjects where 
they give light not too dis-similar from their on 
camera flash that they are trying to move away 
from. Yes, 24” can be a big light source. But 
only when it is within about 30” of the subject. 
Consider a “rule of thumb” that you should use a 
light at a distance of about 1-2x the diameter of 
the light. If you have a 36” softbox or umbrella, 
don’t put it more than about  5 or 6 feet from 
your subject. The closer to the subject, the softer 
the highlight to shadow transition.



When setting up your lights, try doing an exer-
cise from your subject’s position. Set up your 
lights, then stand where your subject will be. 
Hold your palm out at arm’s length between your 
eyes and the light. If you can see the light around 
the outline of your hand the light is going to be 
on the soft side. If your hand completely covers 
the light it is going to be a hard light.

All of this about scene contrast so far has been 
about the subject. The light in close on the face 
will cause a beautiful gentle fall of in light as 
it wraps around the subject. At the same time, 
though, it will cause a big difference in light in-
tensity between the subject and the background. 
This is where it might get confusing. The closer 
the light to the subject, the brighter the light on 
the subject. And at the same time, the closer the 
light to the subject, the darker the background in 
relation to the subject. This goes back to inverse 
square. As an example let’s take a light that 
is 10” from a subject that is 20” from a back-
ground. If the light on the subject meters at f/16 
the light on the background 20” away will be 1/4 
of that, or two stops less at f/8 if the light was 
small. With a larger light like a softbox it might 
be 1 stop less at f/11. But either way, the light 

falls off quickly to give dark background to set 
off the subject.

Now take that same light and move it back to 10 
feet away. Now meter the the light on the subject 
and background. For sake of example, let’s say 
that it now reads at f/4.0 on the subject. Take an-
other reading on the background that is still the 
same 20” behind the subject. The reading there 
will be right about f/4.0, too. Now the subject 
and background are proportionally the same 
distance from the light as compared to when the 
light was in close. In close the background was 
twice as far from the light as the subject was. 
With the light further away they are relatively 
the same distance from the light so the overall 
light is more even, or flat.

Knowing the above we can have great control 
over our portraits. We can take a white back-
ground and make it dark. If we were using 
multiple lights we could take a white or black 
background and change its color with gels over 
the light on the background.

If we now go back to our knowledge of specular/
mirror highlights we can have even more con-

Light 10” from the subject
aperture f/9.0

Light 20” from the subject
aperture f/7.1

Light 40” from the subject
aperture f/5.0

These three images were taken using the same 16x20” softbox with a fill card on the other side. 
The mannequin head is about 18” away from the light gray background.



trol. Here is where it can get either geeky or fun, 
hopefully both so that tech freaks and artists can 
both learn better control over light.

Think of those photos you might have taken 
in the past where there is a big hot spot on 
someone’s forehead or horrible reflections in 
someone’s eye glasses. How can you gain some 
control over these things? It is pretty easy. Bring 
your large light source in closer to the subject. 
This is going to cause a few things to happen. 
Remember our discussion of inverse square and 
mirror-like surfaces. As you bring the light in 
closer the specular reflection will remain the 
same brightness as the light source, but it will 
become larger. Being larger, it spreads out over 
more of the subject and becomes less noticeable 
as a hot spot. On the other hand, as you bring the 
light in closer the diffuse reflections (the general 
exposure) will get brighter because the light is 
closer. So the exposure difference between the 
diffuse reflections and the specular reflections 
becomes less. And because the light is brighter 
we have to either stop down more or turn down 

the brightness of the light. As the specular reflec-
tions are the same brightness as the light, they 
are lowered here. So overall the ratio between 
the diffuse reflections (the skin, eyes, clothes, 
hair, etc.) is lowered and the highlights are less 
oppressive. The catch lights in the eyes can be 
more pleasing, too, as they are specular and may 
appear to bright/overwhelming when the light is 
further away.

That brings us to a favorite topic of discussion 
for me. Catch lights. Catch lights are a very 
important element in photographs that show a 
living creature’s eyes (human, bird, animal, etc.). 
The catch lights give that sparkle to the eye that 
says the subject is vibrant and alive. Without 
catch lights the eye just doesn’t look quite right.

The debate I have with others is about the shape 
of the catch lights. Some folks like round catch 
lights. Some folks like rectangular. The folks on 
the round side say that they are more “natural,” 
that they mimic the sun, which is a round light 
source. I, on the other hand, am in the camp of 

Rectangular Catchlight Softlighter II Catchlight

Beauty Dish Catchlight Octabank Catchlight



liking rectangular catch lights. For me, I think of 
light from a window or door being the source for 
the catch lights. Windows and doors are typically 
rectangular. Even outdoors, I think of the open 
sky causing catch lights, again more of a rectan-
gular shape. Yes, the sun is round. But there are 
few situations where we see the sun as a catch 
light in someone’s eye. If the subject is look-
ing at the sun on a cloudless day their eyes are 
usually going to be squinting or they are going 
to have a hand or hat shading their eyes block-
ing the sun and therefore the catch light. Round 
catch lights tend to look more unnatural to me. 
But it is a personal choice. Just make sure that 
you have some sort of catch light and that it is 
positioned appropriately, usually between the 9 
o’clock and 3 o’clock position on the eyeball. If 
lower in the eye the light will be coming from 
below, which we are not accustomed to seeing 
except in horror movies or when lighting the bad 
guy to give a more sinister appearance. In real 
life, campfires, birthday cakes, and the like will 
often light someone fro below. But the overall 
look and setting of those scenes let’s us process 
that lighting pattern in an acceptable fashion.

While on the subject of eyes, we should also talk 
about iris size and appearance.If you have some 
time to kill some afternoon, try a web search 
about “pupilometrics.” Some people like large 
dilated pupils in their subjects. Large pupils 
often indicate attraction or arousal. We often see 
our significant others close up where we can re-
ally see their eyes in situations where the lights 
are down low and their pupils are dilated. So, if 
your photo is of your significant other and is for 
yourself, go for that look. 

As you have probably guessed, I tend to favor 
smaller (but not tiny pinpoint) pupils that really 
show off the color and beauty in the subject’s 
irises. This is one place where continuous lights 
(hot tungsten lights or cool fluorescent lights or 
studio strobes with bright modeling lamps) work 
much better than camera flashes (used on- or 

off-camera). Without a constant bright light your 
subject’s pupils will tend to dilate and leave very 
little of the iris showing.

Now that we have some of the not-so-basics of 
lighting covered we can get to the point of work-
ing with a portrait subject and put all that we’ve 
learned into practice.

Constricted vs dilated pupils



For tonight’s demo I am going to use a single 
2x3’ rectangular softbox with a 150 watt fluores-
cent light bulb in it so that the light is continuous 
and everyone can see what we are doing. This 
will also allow you to come up and take some 
photos without needing to trigger a flash. Nor-
mally, in the studio I still use flash for my por-
traits so I can work at lower ISOs. But with mod-
ern cameras it isn’t so much of a problem any 
longer to go to ISO 400 or 800. Many people, 
including one of my favorite headshot photogra-
phers, Peter Hurley, have moved to fluorescent 
lamps like the Kinoflow system, but the price of 
those is still pretty high.

We already know that we want to bring the light 
in close to our subject. But we haven’t talked 
about where to place the light in relation to the 
subject. We have a few choices here. First is 
in a circle around the subject. We can go from 
straight on over the camera around to the right or 
left to come from 45-degrees then on to a 90-de-
gree side light, then to a 3/4 light from the back 
and finally to a 180-degree light directly facing 
the camera from behind the subject.

Once we have the side position figured out we 
can consider the height of the light. We talked 
about this a bit when talking about catch lights. 
We said we’re looking for something in the 9 to 
3 o’clock position. That indicates that the light 
would be even with the subject or above. Hav-
ing the light slightly above the subjects nose and 
eyes tends to look better. Besides the position 
of the catch light in the eye we need to look at 
shadows on the face. The most obvious places 
to look at shadows are from the nose and from 
the eyebrow ridge and in the eye sockets. We 
want the shadow from the nose to move down-
ward (light from above), but not to go down 
past the corner of the mouth. We also don’t want 
it so hight that the eyebrow ridge doesn’t cast 
dark shadows  into the eye sockets. This will 
often depend on the structure of your particular 
subject’s face. A relatively flat face gives more 
options in light placement, while someone with 
a larger nose, prominent brow, or deep set eyes 

might limit our choices in placing the light, both 
horizontally and vertically.

Traditionally, there have been four lighting pat-
terns that everyone should be aware of: rem-
brandt, butterfly/paramount, side/split, and loop.  

The first three basic positions for lighting the 
face involve side lighting: Rembrandt, Split, and 
Loop. In Rembrandt lighting, the light is set up 
at about a 45 degree angle to the subject. Split 
light is at 90-degrees. And Loop light is closer 
to the camera at about 30 degrees. Each of them 
can use a fill reflector/bounce card on the oppo-
site side of the face to control shadows.

Rembrandt lighting is named after the Dutch 
painter because many of his subject were lit this 
way. One side of the face is fully lit and there 
is a triangle of light underneath the eye on the 
shadow side of the face. The light is place about 
a 45 degree angle to the face. Height of the light 
depends on the subjects nose. You want to cast a 
shadow from the nose to the corner of the mouth 
to create the light triangle on the cheek. But be 
careful of deep set eyes and strong brow lines. 
A more directional light works better than an 
overly soft light for this effect.
As its name suggests, the split light splits the 
subject between dark and light sides. It tends to 
be dramatic, but can work out nicely if careful 
about light placement. Bring the light forward 
of the subject and just above eye-level. Bring-
ing it forward allows light to spill across to open 
up the dark side of the face. A fill card on the 
opposite side will help control the depth of the 
shadow on the face.
Loop Light brings the light even more around 
front, about 30-degrees to the subject. The light 
can be lower than a Rembrandt light, giving a 
good quality light in the eyes. It is a flattering 
light for most subjects.

A fourth light is called Butterfly or Beauty light. 
In this lighting scheme the light is placed di-
rectly over the camera. Here the face is full lit 
with a small “butterfly” shaped shadow under 



the nose (hence the name butterfly lighting). 
When using this light you need to be very care-
ful about setting the height of the light. Too high 
and you have eye socket shadows or dark circles 
under the eyes or the shadow under the nose can 
become too long (moth?). If the light is too low, 
it becomes too flat and dull, like a fill light or an 
on-camera flash with no shadows. With butterfly 
light the fill card would be placed under the sub-
ject’s chin, facing up to fill from below (opposite 
of the light).

In the first three side-lighting styles you then 
have the option of which side of the face to light. 
For most subjects, you would want to light the 
“short” side of the face. That is the side of the 
face away from the camera. This tends to slim 
the face. A good way to remember how to do 
short lighting is to instruct the subject to keep 
their nose pointed someplace between the cam-
era lens and the main light.

When the nose points away from the light we 
have what is referred to as broad light. This 
lights the wider side of the face that is pointing 
towards the camera and works great for models. 
For most of the rest of us, I’d suggest working 
with short lighting.

Eyeglasses:
There is one situation where you might have to 
resort to broad lighting--eyeglasses. Here are a 
few things to try when dealing with reflections in 
eyeglasses. First is to use a large light in close. 
If the light fills the lenses in the glasses com-
pletely it will be less noticeable than if there is 
just a small hotspot in the middle of the lenses. 
Next is to try moving the light slightly higher. 
Not so high that the shadow of the nose extends 
down past the corner of the mouth, though. Fail-
ing that, you can try to angle the glasses down 
slightly. Lift the stems slightly up off the ear to 
point the lenses slightly down. This is usually 
not noticeable in the image and can help mitigate 
the reflections. If none of those work turn the 
subject away from the light.

Also watch for shadows from the stems and 
frames. With larger/softer lights this isn’t as 
much of an issue. But if you work with harder 
lighting watch that you don’t have a shadow 
across the subjects eyeball.

Split Light

Rembrandt Light

Loop Light

Butterfly Light



Posing tips:
Hips should not be square on to the camera (widens 
the look of the body)
Spine should have some curve
Shoulders should not form a horizontal line
Don’t slump! Shortens the neck, makes bustline sag
Pull your head up, almost to the point of arching 
your back
Don’t raise your shoulders up to your ears. Make the 
neck look longer
Joints: If it bends, bend it. Don’t hyper-extend el-
bows, etc.
Men: tilt head towards far shoulder
Women: shoulders at an angle, try tilting the head 
towards either shoulder to see what works best

Face:
Chin down and OUT, not down and tucked in.
Subjects are often concerned about a double chin 
so they tilt their head back and have you looking up 
their nostrils. This isn’t good. It makes the subject 
seem stand offish and trying to be superior. My 
preference is for the subject to lean in towards the 
camera in an open, friendly, engaging manner.  Be 
approachable. Be confident.
Alternative: forehead out and down. Both to 
strengthen the jaw line.
Try not to show both ears. Turn the face to the left or 
right so that there is 1/4” to 1/2” of skin next to the 
side of the eye and no ear showing on the far side of 
the face. But don’t turn the face so far that the nose 
breaks the cheek line.

Eyes:
Focus on the lens and flirt
Look through the lens to the back of the camera
Look away and look back to refocus, appear sponta-
neous
Don’t look at the photographer or stylist (or friends, 
etc.). It is all in the lens
Tilt the head so the eyes are not on a straight line 
parallel to the edge of the frame
Different size eyes: Try putting the smaller eye for-
ward to make it larger. Or put the larger eye forward 

because viewers like large eyes. See what works bet-
ter for your particular subject.
Slight squint with the lower lids
Make believe you are reading the small stuff on an 
eye chart

Expression:
create situations or atmosphere
words (have the model say these words): hot, true, 
alfalfa (get the last syllable)
Thoughts: charming, laughing, sleepy, serene, sen-
sual, amused, shy, curious, confident, Calm
Thoughts: Happy, Excited, Surprised, flushed, play-
ful, angry, coy, devilish, sarcastic, Cheerful, Alluring
Evocative works for full-length: Pour off the chair, 
Flow across the scene
I’m not asking you to smile, but don’t look miserable.
The smile is in the eyes, not the lips.
Get a little squint. Show some crow’s feet in the 
corners of the eyes
Squint by raising the lower lids slightly
 
Nose:
Long nose: point it more towards the camera instead 
of a profile view; photograph from further back (lon-
ger lens)
Bent nose: Photograph from the side towards which 
the nose bends
Try to not let the nose break the cheek line in a 3/4 
view pose.
 
Lips:
slight separation
breathe out slightly to part the lips

Feet:
Show one heel
Point the toes
Don’t show the bottom of a foot

Legs:
Separated 



Rear view:
Lift the hip AWAY from the camera (not the close 
hip)
Place a foot on a raised platform/box to round the 
bottom 

Hands:
Each hand at at different level (creates an imaginary 
diagonal line)
Show the profile of the hand
Do not show the palm or back of the hand (too large)
Fingers together, slightly bent
Think “soft hands” or “ballet hands”
Fingers curved, not straight
Try touching the thumb to the middle finger to start 
with
Don’t crop or hide fingers
Wrist straight or only slightly bent
Careful about hands near the face. No pressure on the 
facial skin, hardly touch the face. Show the curve of 
the pinky
No fists (fingers look cut off)
Hide the thumb, show the fingers
Thumb in waistband or pocket, fingers curved. Avoid 
fists.
Lapels/zippers - grasp with thumb up, then turn wrist 
upward to show curve of the pinky. Not too much 
bend/break in the wrist 

Arms:
Not against the body, show some air (slimming)
Don’t lock elbows. If it bends, bend it
Don’t point elbows towards the camera


