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THE BEAUTY OF AVAILABLE LIGHT is that
it’s everywhere, ready, and easy to use
to create wonderful images.Any time 
f day and any situation can be
turned into a great opportunity for
environmental portraits. Photographers
We photographers put their our people
in the light, critically aware of its
direction as well as its quality, to create
our interpretation of the mood of our
subject.The most important part of our
picture is not the subject, but how we
choose to define our subject.The
emphasis is on utilizing all our tools—
light, tonality, composition, and color—
to get our ideas stated visually.

When I shoot people on location, I
don’t look at the scenery, I look at the
light: where does it come from, what is it
reflecting, is it better at a different time?
I can make any location work as long as
I can find the light that matches the
mood I want to create. Even so, I have
some general rules I follow.

RULE #1: No direct sunlight
It’s important to stand where your sub-
ject is and look at where the light is com-
ing from. Is it direct sun? The general
rule is that photographer’s don’t place
people in direct sunlight unless it is the
first or last hour of the day. At any other
time the sun is too harsh, too high, and
too contrasty, resulting in dark shadows
in the eyes, hard-edge shadows that are

too dark, and highlights that burn out.
People are soft and round, so the quality
of light should match. 

During the “Golden Hour” right after
sunrise and just before sunset, several
things happen because of the thickness
of the earth’s atmosphere. Since the sun
is oblique to the subject, the light is trav-
eling through a much greater thickness
of atmosphere, which is filled with
water, dust, and various other particles.

The light gets diffused, as if through a
sheer curtain, which is much more flat-
tering on a person, giving softer high-
lights and smoother and more gradual
shadows. Also the sun is much lower in
the sky, so there is light in the eyes.
Lastly, the thicker atmosphere scatters
more blue light, so the color of the light
is warm and golden. People always look
better in warm light than cold (see 
figure 1). Of course, all rules are made
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Figure 1. CU Indian Boy: Last 15 minutes of direct sunlight.
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to be broken and sometimes, for effect,
hard light works (figure 2). 

RULE #2: Look at the direction and
quality of light by standing where
your subject is
If we don’t put people in direct sun, then
what is the light source? That varies, and
the only way to tell is to put your head
right where your subject is and look for
the brightest thing you see. It could be
the sky, which is soft and large, creating
a smooth and pleasing skin tone. It could
be light bouncing off a building, which is
more diffused than direct sun, but not as
soft as skylight (figure 3). If the subject is
backlit at the beach or on a sidewalk, the
brightest light could be bouncing up
from underneath, creating “Monster
Light.” Not pleasing at all. However, if
your subject is backlit in an open field,
then the sky provides light coming from
all directions, and the field would pro-
vide a soft, bounced fill and beautiful
highlights on the hair (figure 4). Con-
versely, the subject under a tree with
only a small amount of sky visible
would create a more directional light
source with darker shadows. Still soft,
but more dramatic. 

By being aware of the size and direc-
tion of light, we can control the lighting
pattern by turning our subject into or
slightly away from the source. Be care-
ful on overcast days. The quality of light
is soft, which is good, but it still comes
mainly from overhead so it will put
shadows in the eyes. It won’t be as obvi-
ous as direct sun, but it still alters the
feeling of the photo. It’s a good idea to
tip your subject’s face upward so the
eyes light up.

RULE #3: Skin is reflective so use
reflectors
One of the most important things I can
tell you is that human skin is reflective. It
reflects surroundings subtly, but defi-
nitely. In a scene with the subject sitting
on grass under a tree, the skin tones will
be slightly mottled because it’s reflecting
the grass, the sky, the photographer, the
tree trunk, and anything else that in the
general area. The key to getting a good
shot here is to use reflectors, so you can
even out the tone. In the shade, if you use

a white card or reflector, the skin cleans
up. If you use a soft gold, then you will
add a little warmth, too.

Reflectors are used for many rea-
sons: in a backlit situation you can
catch sunlight and bounce it back in
(figure 5), add highlights or slash light
from the side (figure 6), fill shadows,
and as mentioned above, get cleaner
skin tones and added warmth. If the
reflector catches sunlight, use white or
a soft gold, not silver or hard gold,
because they are like using a mirror.
The light will be too bright and too
contrasty, almost like being in direct
sunlight, though you can control this
by moving the reflector further away to
soften the light. I always carry a stand
and clamps in my vehicle if I don’t have
an assistant to help me. Hard reflectors
work better in the shade because they
bounce more light back in. The white
will hardly show at all, except for
smoothing skin tones. Be careful about
placement of the reflectors: try and
catch the sunlight from eye level or
above, because if you use it underneath
you can create that nasty monster light
again.

RULE #4: Windows and doors—soft,
controlled, and directional
Window light is wonderful because you
have a controlled size and quality. How
soft is it? Again, that depends. If a lot of
sunlight is bouncing around outside on
a light area, such as a street or light-col-
ored porch, then it will have a little
more contrast, but if it’s an overcast
day, then it will be softer. Of course,
how dark the shadows are depends
upon what light-bouncing materials are
in the room: a close-bynearby white
wall creates more fill; a wood-paneled
room tends to be very dramatic with
dark shadows. You can use your reflec-
tor to modulate the amount and direc-
tion of fill, just like outside. 

It’s important to note here, too, that
the size of the window or door has a lot
to do with the light quality. A small win-
dow is more like a pinpoint light source,
while a large window is like open sky.
The closer the subject is to the window,
the larger the light will be in relation to
the subject, so there will be broader light.
You can control your directionality by

Figure 2. Weaver: Direct sunlight coming
through the window. Head tilted slightly up to
get light in the eyes.

Figure 3. Kim Tilt: Sunlight bouncing off
concrete into her face.

Figure 4. Pumpkin Boy: Backlit, in field, no
reflector.

                   



how close or far you place the subject to
the source (figure 7). Remember that
window light is not direct sunlight com-
ing through a window—it’s a combina-
tion of skylight, bounced light, and what
is actually outside the window. There
will be much less light than outside,

probably requiring a tripod to avoid
camera shake. 

I love working with windows and
doors for low-key portraits. I like to light
people from the side for a split light (fig-
ure 8), or even slightly behind so the light
is just an outline (figures 9a and 9b). 

Figure 5. Andrew Howson: Backlit in field with
big sky and soft gold reflector.

Figure 6. Eaves Ranch Tom: Window light from
side, with soft gold reflector from side creating
slash light on his right.

Figure 7. Bill Temple: Door light, about  3 x ¥ 6,
with subject about 8 feet from door. Bright
sunlight bouncing outside. Figure 8. Scottish Rite: Door light, no reflector. P
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RULE # 5: Get accurate or
pleasing skin color
Rendering pleasing skin tones is para-
mount, because greenish or bluish skin
makes people look like aliens. All peo-
ple, no matter what the ethnicity or
tone, look better warm. There are sev-
eral ways to accomplish this. Shooting
backlit with a reflector or in late sun is
easy and works well with daylight-bal-
anced film or the daylight setting on
digital. Don’t ever use auto white-bal-
ance on portraits because there are too
many ways a digital camera can be
fooled. If the light is the sky, or shade,
or window, the color temperature can
range between 6,000º and 9,000ºK
(figure 10). Without a color tempera-
ture meter, there is no way to know
accurately. With digital cameras,
choose the shade or cloudy setting. 

Every camera’s built-in shade setting
is different, so it could be the equiva-
lent of an 81A, 81B, or an 81C warm-
ing filter. Some cameras let you choose
your color temperature setting, or
bracket the color. Another method is
to custom white-balance, thenand
then add the filter of your choice in the
81 series. Better yet, shoot RAW and
then make all the adjustments in Pho-
toshop. I carry the full series of 81 fil-
ters so that I am prepared for any
situation.

The pleasure, ease, and creativity of
working with available light make it a
wonderful tool. Understanding these
rules gives you the opportunity to cre-
ate more meaningful portraits. I am
always surprised at how much variety
of light I can find in any situation—
and it’s easier to establish rapport
with your subject without a lot of
lighting gear. n

Bobbi Lane is a commercial photographer
with 30 thirty years’ experience. She
photographs people and travel for
assignment and stock. Bobbi teaches
workshops for the Santa Fe Workshops, 
the Maine Workshops, and the
International Center of Photography in
New York City. Bobbi’s book Creative
Techniques for Color Photography,
published by Amherst Media, is available
nationwide.  Her Web site is
www.bobbilane.com.|P

H
O

TO
Te

ch
ni

qu
es

M
A

R
C

H
/A

P
R

IL
 2

00
6

4

Figure 9. a) Low-Key
Profile: Large window,
subject turned to just have
outline.

b) Pete Hair: Shot against a
large window with bright
sunlight outside. Window is
large enough to create edge
of light on his face. 
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