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Basic Studio Lighting 
 
Lighting is a key element in photography.  Often times the photographer does 
not have control of the light hitting his or her subject and must deal with 
“available light” (lighting already present around the subject). This is often 
the case when shooting outdoors, or when additional lights are not available. 
However in many situations light can be added to the subject to enhance the 
look of the photograph. The techniques of lighting (particularly studio 
lighting) can be very complex and involve elaborate setups to achieve desired 
effects. In this course we will limit our discussion of studio lighting to the 
basic concepts. 
 
Before we discuss lighting set-ups you should know about the “White Balance” 
of your camera.  The color in a photograph can vary greatly under different 
lighting situations.  Outdoor sunlight looks very different from artificial 
lights. There is even a difference between the color of incandescent and 
florescent lights.  Most digital cameras can set their White Balance to adjust 
for these factors; some have simple scene settings, while others can be 
manually set. In general White Balance is used to determine what true white in 
the photograph should look like. Using this feature will keep you from getting 
an unwanted colorcast in your images. 
 
The basic idea or formula of studio lighting involves what is 
called “three point lighting”, that is the use of three specific 
light sources to light the subject.  These lights are the Key 
light, the Fill Light, and the Back light. 
 
Key Light: 
The “Key Light” is the primary source of light in a scene. This light is used 
to create what appears to be the main source of light on the subject and 
determines the primary shadows in the photograph. For simplicity sake the key 
light should always be placed before other lights are added to the scene. By 
working with the key light first you can establish the primary lighting you 
want without having to deal with multiple lights at once. 
 
Key lights are often place to one side of the camera to create shadows that 
help define a subject. This should be thought of as a basic starting point. 
The key light can be place high or low, far to the side of the subject, or 
more directly in front of the subject. The more the light is off to the side, 
or high/low, the more dramatic the effect. Placing the key light in front of 
the subject can create a softer (and often more flattering light on a person). 
You should play with the positioning of the key light to get the effect you 
want. 
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Fill light: 
The “Fill Light” as the name implies is used to fill in the harsh shadows that 
can be created by the Key Light. It is usually not as strong a light as the 
Key Light, and is placed so that it comes from the opposite direction in order 
to light the shadow areas of the subject.  Once you have set your Key Light 
you should play with the placement of the Fill Light to soften the shadows and 
create the mood you are looking for. 
 

 
 
 
 
Back Light: 
The “Back Light” is a light that is used to fill in parts of the subject that 
may not be light by the Key and the Fill lights. It is called the Back Light 
because often times when the Key and the Fill lights are placed in front of 
the subject there are areas around the edges that are still in shadow. A Back 
light can also be used to illuminate the background behind the subject if 
desired. Usually the back light is the weakest light in the setup, and may not 
even be necessary in many scenes.  
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Three Point Lighting represents a fundamental lighting setup. Even with this 
basic setup you can achieve dramatic and varied moods in you photographs. 
Remember to work with one light at a time as things can get rather confusing 
when you are trying to adjust several light sources all at once. 
 
 
Background Light: 
In addition to lighting the subject, one must light the background. The 
“Background Light” is a light or collection of lights that are used to 
illuminate the background. 
 
Additional tools: 
 In more complicated arrangements there may be additional lights added to 
affect selective parts of the subject.  There are also many tools that can be 
used to affect the way the lights illuminate the subject. Often time’s 
reflective and diffusing screens or umbrellas are used to redirect or soften 
the light coming from various lamps. These tools can dramatically alter the 
way the light hits the subject and change the mood of the photograph.  In 
addition things like colored gels can be placed over the lamps to affect the 
color of the light they cast. Professional studio photographers often have 
thousands of dollars in lighting equipment and years of experience using all 
of their tools. 
 
While you may not have access to all the expensive equipment of a professional 
studio you may find you can be quite creative with what is available. Various 
lamps around your house can be used the same way studio lights are, and you’d 
be surprised at what you can do with other simple things.  A scarf draped in 
front of a light or over a lampshade can change the mood dramatically. The 
idea is to take the techniques we have studied and use them in your 
photography.  
 
One word of caution: be careful where you place your lights and what you place 
over them.  


