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Lights tell us where we are in a sense, who is important in 
a shot, and how we should feel about the events 
occurring.

Light tells the viewer the following:
Where – reveals the space to us.
What – Disguises or illuminates subjects
Who – Reveals who the character is.
Mood – Candle, flashlight, chandelier, desk lamp, campfire, and 

office fluorescents all have a different feel.
Depth – How far we can see into the frame.
Texture – patterns the light casts
Source – symbolic light sources.  A light coming from a burning 

house has a much different feel than one coming from a cozy 
fireplace.

Quality – intensity, how bright/dark
Di ti  th f li ht j ti  f  Direction – path of light projection from 
brightest source point to fall off in the distance.
Source – object emitting light
Colour – symbolic colour to tell story/mood of 
scene/film
Texture – shapes and patterns of light.
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1. Key
Fill2. Fill

3. Back
Kicker (optional)
Eye (optional)

Primary
Source
Primary
Source

Refracted
Source
Refracted
Source3 Point Lighting

Mimics Daylight 
conditions

Reflected
Source
Reflected
Source
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Advantage: characters won’t look flat against 
backgrounds  but will have volume that almost backgrounds, but will have volume that almost 
pops them right off the screen with an 
illuminated perfection.  Most important 
characters in a shot should be considered for 
strong 3 point lighting.

Setup
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Back-Light Back-Light & Fill-light

3 P i t Li hti

Full 3-point lighting

3 Point Lighting 
Example

HardHard SoftSoft

Clearly defined, bold, sharp light and Clearly defined, bold, sharp light and 
shadowsshadows

Fuzzy, soft lightFuzzy, soft light

Straight rays off light, often from a Straight rays off light, often from a 
single sourcesingle source

Bounced lightBounced light

Harsh midday overhead sunHarsh midday overhead sun Diffuse, even light, like an overcast Diffuse, even light, like an overcast 
skysky

Crisp textures and shadowsCrisp textures and shadows Softer textures and shadowsSofter textures and shadows

Hard Edges to objects in frameHard Edges to objects in frame Softer EdgesSofter Edges
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• High Key the light is placed higher on the subject, which flattens out really 
dramatic shadow casting (high noon).

• Low Key lighting is setup to cast lots  of shadows.  The main key light is 
placed in a low position to cast more shadows off of subjects (twilight).

Low Key

High Key

High KeyHigh Key Low KeyLow Key
Fill and backlightFill and backlight LessLess--intense key light on the side. intense key light on the side. 

May be a single light source for May be a single light source for 
the shot.the shot.

Low contrastLow contrast Strong, extreme contrasts Strong, extreme contrasts 
between dark and light areas in between dark and light areas in 
the frame.the frame.

Soft, transparent shadowsSoft, transparent shadows Sharp shadows, with a dark void Sharp shadows, with a dark void 
around charactersaround characters

Comedies, dramas, adventuresComedies, dramas, adventures Danger, somber, mysterious, Danger, somber, mysterious, 
horror, noir films such as Blade horror, noir films such as Blade 
RunnerRunner

Light, fun, happyLight, fun, happy Sad, heavy, dark, scarySad, heavy, dark, scary
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You can use two types of shadows to increase 
depth and volume in your shots:depth and volume in your shots:

1. Attached shading – shades features across the 
surface of objects.  A person’s face with a 
single candle flame on the right will produce 
attached shading effects across facial features.

2. Cast shadows – shadows objects  cast across 
ll  i  h  b k d   h  f   walls in the background or on other surfaces  

(for instance, a person holding a candle casts a 
silhouette against a wall).

Always lit from above so that his 
eyes were in shadow (to make 

Example:

eyes were in shadow (to make 
him appear more mysterious).
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Light through 
fabrics such as silk  Careful: Possible Fire HazardCareful: Possible Fire Hazardfabrics such as silk, 
sheer or lacy fabrics
Bounce cards
Lighting gels
Handmade gobos

Symbolic Light SourceSymbolic Light Source Possible MeaningsPossible Meanings
Big portable stage lightsBig portable stage lights Big budget, super illumination, Big budget, super illumination, 

professional, movie starsprofessional, movie starsp ,p ,

Birthday cake with candlesBirthday cake with candles Celebration, getting older, fun, making Celebration, getting older, fun, making 
wishes, childlike, annualwishes, childlike, annual

Burning bushBurning bush Miracle or fire, holy, guidance, higher Miracle or fire, holy, guidance, higher 
communication, pay attention, communication, pay attention, 
communication, with unseen realmscommunication, with unseen realms

Burning wooden/straw effigyBurning wooden/straw effigy Letting go, casting a spell, protest, Letting go, casting a spell, protest, 
ritual riot summoning the power ofritual riot summoning the power ofritual, riot, summoning the power of ritual, riot, summoning the power of 
the symbolic shapethe symbolic shape

CampfireCampfire Primitive, survival, outdoors, warmth, Primitive, survival, outdoors, warmth, 
lightlight

Candles burning in shapes Candles burning in shapes 
such as a circle of saints or such as a circle of saints or 
symbolssymbols

Sacred space, altar, intentions, ritual, Sacred space, altar, intentions, ritual, 
holyholy
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Symbolic Light SourceSymbolic Light Source Possible MeaningsPossible Meanings
Car HeadlightsCar Headlights Temporary, direct, harsh low spotlight, Temporary, direct, harsh low spotlight, 

threatening, moving, mysterious, threatening, moving, mysterious, 
ominousominous

Christmas lightsChristmas lights Holiday cheer, celebration, sparkles, Holiday cheer, celebration, sparkles, 
magical, twinklesmagical, twinkles

FireplaceFireplace Warm, cozy, romantic, lifeWarm, cozy, romantic, life--sustaining, sustaining, 
comfortcomfort

FlashlightsFlashlights Searching through the unknown, Searching through the unknown, 
examining darkness or fear, unsettling examining darkness or fear, unsettling 
limited scope of vision, guiding light.limited scope of vision, guiding light.

Glowing characterGlowing character Enlightened being, radioactive, in love, Enlightened being, radioactive, in love, 
beaming with joybeaming with joybeaming with joybeaming with joy

Glowing statueGlowing statue Illuminated symbol, turned on, active, Illuminated symbol, turned on, active, 
alive powerfulalive powerful

Harsh midday sunlightHarsh midday sunlight Hot emotions boiling over, breaking Hot emotions boiling over, breaking 
points, meltingpoints, melting

Lava lampLava lamp Funky, retro, liberal, youthful, fun, Funky, retro, liberal, youthful, fun, 
psychedelicpsychedelic

Symbolic Light SourceSymbolic Light Source Possible MeaningsPossible Meanings
Light box/light tableLight box/light table Working light, examining, study, Working light, examining, study, 

illuminating the unknown, details, illuminating the unknown, details, 
scrutiny, solving a mysteryscrutiny, solving a mystery

Light switch turning on/off fastLight switch turning on/off fast Disorienting, between worlds, strobe, Disorienting, between worlds, strobe, 
unsettling, things appearing and unsettling, things appearing and g, g pp gg, g pp g
disappearing, unseen changes disappearing, unseen changes 
occuringoccuring

MoonlightMoonlight Intuitive, romantic, cold blue magic, Intuitive, romantic, cold blue magic, 
quiet, peacefulquiet, peaceful

Swinging overhead lightbulbSwinging overhead lightbulb Sharp slicing motion in air produces Sharp slicing motion in air produces 
uneasy feel of being cut open, uneasy feel of being cut open, 
exposed, unsettling, danger, uncertain,exposed, unsettling, danger, uncertain,exposed, unsettling, danger, uncertain, exposed, unsettling, danger, uncertain, 
shifting emotions, examining, shifting emotions, examining, 
ungrounded, violence.ungrounded, violence.

TorchesTorches Primitive, cavemen, jungle, caves, Primitive, cavemen, jungle, caves, 
passingpassing--thethe--flame ceremony, keeping flame ceremony, keeping 
the torch burning for some reason.the torch burning for some reason.
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Start with a single light source per shot and 
add as neededadd as needed.
Eyes are drawn to what’s brightest in shot.
Good guys are lit better than bad guys
Under-light rather than over-light.
Experiment, be daring, break rules.
Use shadows to build suspense at key 
moments.

Lights are Hot!
W  lWear gloves
Never place near 
flammable material
Always setup lights 
in well ventilate area
Turn off lights when 
not in use.
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Strong colour design 
can help tell your can help tell your 
story and evoke 
different sets of 
emotions.

contrast

Wizard Of Oz

Blue Velvet

Colour design in “Blue Velvet

Bright primary colors showing 
happy, bright side of town at 
the beginning of the film.

shows the Two worlds 
colliding.

Muted dark wine colours for the 
Darker side of town.
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Eyes move toward 
warm  bright  or warm, bright, or 
white colours in the 
frame.

Use this to your 
advantage when 
adding colour to your adding colour to your 
scene.

Colour Palette each location
Li it th  b  f l  i   l ttLimit the number of colours in your palette.
Use lots of neutral colours with small amounts 
of bright ones to lead the eye around the story 
taking place in the frame.
Choose a colour to represent your theme.
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Mexican world is tinted in grainy, hot yellow
Sepia tones.

San Diego drug dealer world is very
Beachlike with full, sunny, warm palette.

World of the rich girl and politician is in
Cool traditional blues with sharp, expensive
Looking, subdued lighting.

Apply to certain theme objects

From “American Beauty” (1999), red is chosen 
As a theme colour throughout the film.
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Notice how the mood of 
the scene changes 
dramatically as different 
sample colour palettes are 
applied.

Always colour correct all shots!
C id  ti ti  t  t  thConsider tinting to support your theme
Consider adding a Film look in post
Avoid over exposing and blowing everything 
out or setting things up so dark that there is no 
information in the frame to tweak.
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Film noir is a cinematic 
term used primarily to p y
describe stylish 
Hollywood crime 
dramas, particularly 
those that emphasize 
moral ambiguity and 
sexual motivation. 
Hollywood's classic film 

The Big Combo (1955)

y
noir period is generally 
regarded as stretching 
from the early 1940s to 
the late 1950s. 

Maltese Falcon (1941)

The Big Sleep 1946

Jack Nicholson in Chinatown•Typically black and white film

•Stark light/dark contrasts

•Iconic shots using patterns such as Venetian blinds

•Partially or wholly obscured character faces

•Use of Dutch Angles, Low Angles, and Wide Angle shots.


