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Direction of Light

Natural Light

Natural light depending on the time of day 
and the position of the sun and the 
strength of the light source, will alter how 
you subject will look when it is 
photographed.

There are three main light directions of 
relevance to photographers: 

1. Front light
2. Sidelight
3. Backlight



Front Light



Frontal Lighting

Frontal lighting

A front lit subject is when the sun is 
directly in front the photographer 
and shining directly on the subject.

Front lighting provides even 
illumination with shadows falling 
behind the subject.

The situation is possible or when 
your subject is facing the light 
source (for example face directed to a 
setting or a rising sun). 



Frontal Lighting

Characteristics of Front Light

Low Contrast: Because front light 
illuminates the subject evenly there is 
very little contrast.

Colour: Great for scenes with strong 
colour or varied tones.

Form: Because front light has almost no 
shadows it doesn’t do a good job of 
showing form.

Form is created by shadows and gives 
photos a three-dimensional feeling. 
Front light photos can feel “flat” and 
one-dimensional.



Frontal Lighting

Frontal lighting

Pros: Frontal lighting will usually 
illuminate your subject’s face 
evenly, without any shadows. It will 
create an aesthetic and balanced 
look, which is why this setup is very 
popular in fashion and beauty 
shoots.

Cons: The lack of shadows will 
create a lack and depth and drama. 
Front light can look flat and 
uninteresting when the sun is high 
or when there is no colour in the 
subject.
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Sidelighting

Sidelight

Sidelight is very directional, it 
illuminates one side of the subject 
while leaving the opposite side in 
shadow. 

This creates contrast, notably a big 
difference between the brightest and 
darkest areas in the photo.

Sidelight automatically creates a more 
3D effect on your subject. 

It is therefore a good choice for subjects 
lacking colour or for black and white 
photography. 



Sidelighting

Sidelight and Texture

Side lighting emphasises textures.

Any subject that has strong texture will 
look great when photographed in strong 
sidelight.

Black and white photographs look 
great when shot in sidelight.

Scenic photographers love sidelight 
because it emphasises form and 
texture. 



Sidelighting
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Backlighting

Backlighting

Backlighting is created when the sun is 
positioned behind your subject which 
also creates deep contrast between 
highlights and shadows.

It creates a ring of light around our 
subject but leaves the front of our 
subject in shadow. 

Backlight can be used to create striking 
silhouettes. Place an interesting shape 
against a lighter background, like the 
sky, for an engaging profile.

It can be used to emphasise shapes 
because they will be shown in silhouette.



Backlighting

Characteristics of Backlight

High Contrast: In the most extreme 
instances subjects will be 
silhouetted. This will create 
maximum contrast in an image. This 
only applies if the subject is directly 
between the light and the camera.

Defining Form: Backlit subjects that 
are translucent (leaves, flowers, 
clouds, etc.) will appear as if they 
are glowing. Backlight is great for 
things that have strong shape and 
form.



Backlighting

Characteristics of Backlight

Lens Flare: Light can enter the lens 
and create undesirable lens flare. 

Light that enters the lens directly 
can also lower contrast.



Backlighting
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Quality of Light

The quality of light can be described as hard 
or soft.

Shadows

Shadows are made up of two parts, the 
shadow and the transition area.

Hard light creates deep sharp shadows with 
little or no transition area.

Soft light may not have any shadows at all, 
and if there are shadows they are less 
opaque and have smooth transition areas. 

Sometimes it’s hard to tell where the 
shadows start and stop, if you see this you 
know you have very soft light.



Quality of Light

Hard Light

The light from the sun on a sunny day is hard light. 
It’s strong and direct and casts deep shadows with 
hard edges. 

Hard light is created by a very small light source. 
When there are no clouds the sun creates very hard 
light, it’s just a small dot of light in the sky.

In the middle of the day, especially in the summer, hard 
light can be very ugly for portraiture.

Avoid taking photos of people at this time if you can.

Harsh light intensifies the contrast between light and 
shadows and can be very unflattering.

When you take pictures in harsh sunlight your subject 
often ends up with shadowy eye sockets that make 
them look tired.



Hard Light
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Hard Light

Notice the shadows from the gun are very hard, there is no transition area.



Hard Light
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Intensity of Light

Solution to taking Photos in Hard Light

When the sun is shining brightly overhead there 
are a few things you can do to diffuse the light.

Find some cover. Shade can act as a great 
diffuser.

Try to photograph your subject under the cover 
of man-made structure or the shade of a tree.

When working in shade make sure the subject is 
evenly covered by the shade. Any specks of 
bright sunlight shining on them will detract 
from the look of the picture.



Portrait in Shade

The image on the left is partially in shade with uneven lighting - The image on the right 
is evenly lit and is a more pleasing portrait.



Using a Scrim to Diffuse Harsh Light

Using a Scrim to Diffuse the Light

If you don’t have any shade in the area, you can 
diffuse the light with a scrim.

Simply place the scrim between your subject 
and the light source.

This is a great way to soften the harsh light of 
the sun if you don't have any shade. 



Soft light



Overcast Day’s and Diffuse Light

Of all the factors that control the quality of light outdoors, it is clouds that have the 
greatest effect. Clouds act as natural diffusers of light.

The extent on how much the clouds diffuse (soften) the light depends on the 
weather conditions. 



Overcast Day’s and Diffuse Light

Soft Light

Natural soft light is created by large diffused 
sources of light. On a cloudy day the entire 
sky becomes one huge soft source of light.

Light is bouncing all over and that means there 
are little or no shadows. Any shadows will have 
soft edges. 

Shade also creates very soft light.

The key to using soft light is to understand that 
it has very little contrast. It’s the opposite of 
hard light from the sun.

Overcast days are good for natural light portrait 
photography because the cloud cover acts as a 
natural diffuser.



Overcast Day’s and Diffuse Light

Soft Light on Overcast Days

Taking you photos in soft light tends to produce 
a more even illumination.

Despite common opinion, it is best to take 
portraits on a cloudy day. The light will be a lot 
softer and wont create those horrible dark 
shadows that bright sunshine can create.

Note: Even on overcast days you may find 
yourself in need of a fill flash to help your 
subject’s features stand out in the picture.



Hard Light v Soft Light
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Natural Light and 
Time’s of the Day



Mid-Day Sunshine



Clear Midday Sunshine

Midday lighting is primarily comprised of 
direct, downward sunlight.

Such light has little chance to scatter and 
diffuse through the atmosphere, or to 
bounce off the ground and illuminate the 
subject indirectly.

This results in the hardest and most 
neutrally-coloured lighting of any time of 
day, and is typically the least desirable type 
of natural light.

Shadows are short and strong in contrast 
and show little detail.



Clear Midday Sunshine

Midday Sunlight & Portraits

Direct sunlight at midday is very harsh in 
portraits, creating heavy shadows under the 
facial features, and in the subject’s eye 
sockets. 

The best thing to do if you have to take 
portraits in these harsh lighting conditions 
is to look for open shade, under a tree or a 
man-made structure. 

Alternatively, if there is no shade available, 
turn their backs to the sun and use a flash 
to illuminate the face.



Clear Midday Sunshine



Clear Midday Sunshine

Midday Sunlight & General

If you are shooting in Black & White bright 
midday conditions are good for strong 
contrast work.

Contrast will be boosted by the intensity of 
the light, meaning there will be very black 
and very white tones, but not much in 
between.



Clear Midday Sunshine
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Golden Hour

The golden hour, sometimes called the 
"magic hour", is roughly the first hour of light 
after sunrise, and the last hour of light before 
sunset, although the exact duration varies 
between seasons.

During these times the sun is low in the sky, 
producing a soft, diffused light which is 
much more flattering than the harsh midday 
sun that so many of us are used to shooting in.

Sunsets and sunrises make for exciting and 
highly varied lighting, primarily because these 
are heavily influence by subtleties in the 
weather.

Clouds are rendered using sunlight which 
reflects off them from underneath — as 
opposed to sunlight which has diffused through 
them from above — potentially causing the sky 
to light up with a soft, warm light.



Early Morning Light



Early Morning Light

Early Morning Light

When the sun is low in the sky, light has to 
penetrate a greater amount of atmosphere 
than at other times of the day. This not only 
reduces the intensity of the light, but also 
makes it more diffuse.

General visibility can be excellent, because 
there is less atmospheric dust and pollution 
in the air.

Early morning light tends to be warm in 
colour. Shadow's are long but weak.

After sunrise, the quality of the light 
changes quite rapidly.  As the ground heats 
up, mist and due often appear, but these are 
quickly burned off as the sun rises in the sky. 



Early Morning Light

The Dark Hedges, County Antrim
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Sunset

Sunset

Like sunrise, the sun shines at an acute angle to 
the earth’s surface, so the sunlight must 
penetrate more of the earths atmosphere than 
in the day.

The dust and water particles in the air 
significantly weaken it’s intensity. 

The best results when shooting sunsets occur 
when the sun has disappeared over the 
horizon. This afterglow can appear in a wide 
range of colours and intensities, from subtle 
watercolour to surreal poster-paint shades.

The best afterglow effects often occur when 
there is some clouds in the sky, as it acts as a 
reflector, helping to maintain the colour longer 
after the sun is out of view. 



Sunsets
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Sunsets

Poulnsbrone Dolmen, The Burren
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Examples of Early 
Morning and Late 

Evening Light



Golden Hour Photography
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Controlling Natural 
Light



Controlling Natural Light

Controlling Natural Light

In the simplest form, controlling natural light is 
first in the planning.

Choose the right time to be outside, or take 
your subject indoors to use the soft light 
coming from a window.

You can control natural light almost like 
controlling artificial lighting, with the help of 
reflectors or scrims (diffusers). 



Controlling Natural Light

Controlling Natural Light

Reflectors

Reflectors are used to bounce light into the 
subject’s face.

For example, if you are dealing with light coming 
from above, you can overcome the problem of 
dark eyes by illumining them using a 
reflector.

It can also lighten the dark side of the face, if 
needed, in the case of strong side lighting.



Controlling Natural Light

Controlling Natural Light

Scrims

A scrim is a diffuser in essence. It reduces 
the intensity of light, and is especially useful in 
hard light situations. 

By positioning the scrim between the light 
source (sun in natural lighting) and the subject 
you reduce the hardness of the light.


