
8 Types Of Natural Light 

That Will Add Drama To Your 

Photographs



The first step to becoming a better photographer is to 

understand light. Light is the essential requirement to making a 

photograph for without light you have only a black canvas. 

Light can come from natural or artificial sources. In this ebook, I 

will show you different types of natural light and how you can 

increase the quality and dramatic effect of your images simply 

by understanding how light works. 

You will be able to choose what subjects to photograph given the 

current lighting conditions (the one thing that photographer 

cannot control) and how to go about making the images.

To get the most out of the ebook, have a few of your favourite 

images on hand either as prints or on your computer screen. 

When we discuss particular types of light, look at your selection 

of images and determine what type of light was present when 

you made them. The tips will help you understand what you can 

do under specific conditions to improve your images. You may 

even discover what type of light you prefer if many of your 

favourites were made under the same lighting conditions.

Introduction



When the light is directly in front of you, lighting your subject from 

behind, it is called “backlight”.  

Backlight

When the light is directly in front of 

you, lighting your subject from 

behind, it is called “backlight”.  This 

is my favourite type of light 

because I am drawn to the deep 

contrast between the highlights 

and shadows.  Backlight can create 

dramatic silhouettes and can also 

catch particles in the air creating 

beautiful rays of light.

If your subject is translucent, like 

flowers, leaves, or waterfalls, the 

light will shine through it making it 

appear to have an inner glow and 

emphasize its colour.  This is 

especially effective if you have a 

dark background.



Backlighting can also be used to create silhouettes when a dark object is placed in front of a light 

background.  Look for well defined shapes and lines against a sunset sky.  Keep the design simple 

for the greatest effect.



Correct Exposure
When the scene contains a 

great contrast between the 

light and the shadows your 

camera will be unable to 

expose for both.  You have to 

decide whether the light or 

the shadows are most 

important.  If your subject is 

primarily in the light expose 

for the light and let the 

shadows go black to create a 

silhouette. If the subject is 

primarily in the shade, 

expose for the shade to 

retain details and let the 

highlights go white. 

There are two difficulties a photographer encounters with backlight: 

getting the correct exposure and dealing with lens flare.

Use the exposure lock button on your camera to meter on the right area of the scene and lock in the exposure.  Then 

you can recompose and focus normally by holding the shutter half way down without changing the exposure settings.



Lens Flare
Photographing directly into the sun can create lens 

flare, which is bright spots of light or a generally 

washed out look.  Using a lens hood greatly reduces 

the likelihood of the sun’s rays hitting your lens, but 

if it does, and the sun is outside the frame, just hold 

up your hand or your hat to shade your lens.

If the sun is in the frame, try to position yourself so 

the sun is behind an object like a tree or building.  

Lens flare is not always a bad thing and can be used 

creatively.  If you want the sun in the photo, position 

yourself so it is just peeking out from behind an 

object and use a small aperture to create a starburst 

effect.

Don’t forget to check your histogram to see how 

much of your photo will be in complete darkness and 

how much will be completely white.  As long as these 

proportions are not too great your photo will have 

dramatic high contrast look.

We’ll get to more information about the dreaded 

histogram later.



In this photograph from the Palouse region in Washington, sidelight 

emphasizes the curves in the hillside.

Sidelight

Determining what you want to 

say about your subject will 

help inform the type of light 

that will best portray it.  If the 

main element that draws you 

to a subject is texture or 

shape, then “sidelight” may be 

the best option.  Sidelight 

occurs when light hits your 

subject on one side casting a 

shadow on the other. It is 

often thought to be the most 

pleasing type of light for 

landscape photography 

because the contrast between 

light and dark emphasizes 

texture and shape. 



Shadows cast from sidelight can create 

interesting graphic designs which 

themselves become the focal point of the 

image, such as in this photo of the 

shadows cast from a metal sculpture.

Notice how the light on one side of the 

pillars and the shadow on the other 

emphasizes their roundness.  Also, the 

shadows cast from the pillars make an 

interesting graphic design along with the 

pattern on the floor.



Sidelight is often best at the beginning or end of 

the day when the sun is low in the sky creating 

elongated shadows.  When the light enters from 

the corner of the photograph, halfway between 

sidelight and backlight, your image will display 

many of the characteristics of both of these types 

of light.  

Using sidelight is an effective technique for 

emphasizing the texture of a subject or 

adding dimension and depth to your 

photograph. Even subtle gradation from dark 

to light around an object will add more drama 

to your photograph.



Sunset is a great time to use frontlight, especially on a city scene 

when the light will reflect off of the buildings emphasizing detail 

against a colourful background.

Frontlight

When most people start out in 

photography, someone usually tells 

them they should have the sun at their 

back.  Generally speaking, I would call 

that bad advice.  When the sun is 

behind you, hitting the front of your 

subject directly, it is called “frontlight”.  

Frontlight can be intense and 

unforgiving causing an overall dull look 

and lack of texture and depth.  And if 

you take photos of people that way, 

they will squint into the sun making 

them look old, wrinkly and white and 

they will never let you take their photo 

again.

So why is it in my list of types of 

natural light that can add drama to 

your photography?  I asked myself 

that too and even considered taking it 

out.  But frontlight does have it’s 

place.



Frontlight can create deep shadows with hard edges.  This is not always what you want in a 

photograph, but if the shadows are what has drawn you to the scene in the first place, frontlight 

may be the best light. Frontlight can also work well when the scene has a variety of strong colours.  

Exposure can be tricky when dealing with the intensity of frontlight.  Be sure to check your 

histogram for blown out highlights and use exposure compensation to decrease exposure time.



Both the photo of chinese 

lanterns and this photo of 

Mount Shasta were taken 

near noon in harsh frontlight.



Reflected Light

Reflected light is a soft non-direct light that bounces from one 

surface to another.  Unlike direct light, it tends to take on the 

colour of the surface it has reflected off of.  

An example of how this works can be seen in the slot canyons in 

Arizona.  When the sun is high in the sky, shafts of light stream 

through the small openings at the top of the canyons.  That direct 

light then reflects onto an adjacent wall.  The reflected light is  

less intense, fills in the shadows, and takes on the colour of the 

rock.  When the canyon becomes very narrow, the light bounces 

back and forth many times and makes the rock appear to glow 

red.

Reflected light tends to take on the colour of the surface it has 

reflected off of.



Light reflecting off of water also creates dramatic results.  The ideal situation for a water reflection is 

when there is direct light on a colourful subject and that subject is reflected in water which is in the 

shade.

In this example, the setting sun lights the top of the mountain and creates a reflection in the mirror 

smooth water of the lake.



The subject receiving the direct light does not necessarily 

need to be in the frame.  In this example, only the 

subject’s reflection is in the frame creating a more 

abstract impressionist feel.



Lack of directional light means there are no shadows. You will not get the 

same sense of shape and texture.

Diffused Light

Diffused, soft light is the type of 

light you find in the shade, on a 

bright but overcast day, or when 

there is fog or mist in the 

atmosphere. The lack of 

directional light means there are 

no shadows and therefore you 

will not get the same sense of 

shape and texture that you would 

with a strong sidelight. The 

image becomes flatter and has 

less contrast. 

While these may sound like a lot 

of disadvantages, soft light has 

many advantages. For example, 

it is often easier to expose 

correctly in soft light situations 

since the available light will hit 

your subject evenly. You will not 

have the complication of 

distracting bright spots.



Soft light is also excellent for colour 

saturation. When you are faced with soft light 

look for contrast in colour. Some of the best 

soft light photos are those that include 

colours that are opposites on the colour 

wheel.

But what about that bright white sky? The 

best and easiest option is to exclude it 

from the frame. Use the opportunity to 

focus in on the details. Tighten up your 

composition and take close-up photos of 

foliage, wildflowers or details in 

architecture.



Another option on 

an overcast day is 

to photograph 

waterfalls and 

streams. You will 

be able to see 

more detail in the 

water under 

diffused light. 

Also, the low light 

will allow you to 

use a longer 

shutter speed 

which will blur the 

motion of the 

water and give a 

silky smooth 

effect.

Soft light also works well for taking outdoor portraits since shadows and textures on skin are not flattering, and 

neither are squinting eyes. Your subjects will thank you for making them look younger in soft light.

Because of the low contrast found in soft light scenes, be sure to add contrast to your image in post-processing.



Dramatic Light

You might come home empty handed, wet and cold, or you 

might come home with a spectacular landscape.

Capturing the dramatic light of a clearing storm is all about 

being at the right place at the right time. As soon as the storm 

starts to clear, determine the direction of the sun and what it will 

illuminate should the clouds clear. You might come home empty 

handed, wet and cold, or you might come home with a 

spectacular landscape. It’s worth the time investment to find 

out.

The most important and obvious point is to protect your 

personal safety.  Make sure you know what you’re getting in to 

by watching the storm’s path online and watching your local 

weather predictions. You must keep your wits about you and 

watch out for dangers like flying debris, flooding water, falling 

power lines, hail and lightening.

You can make the experience more enjoyable by limiting your 

own discomfort. Wear waterproof shoes and jacket and bring 

hand warmers and a hat, you get the idea. When you are warm 

and dry, storms are kind of fun. 



When it is extremely windy, the coating on your lens can be scratched from blowing sand, dirt or salt. This is a good 

time to use your UV filter to protect your lens. I always use my UV filter when I shoot out of a moving vehicle for the 

same reasons. Alternatively, you can use a polarizing filter which will also enhance the clouds.



Be sure to take precautions to protect your camera gear before going out. You don’t want this to be a costly photo 

shoot! Use a waterproof case to store your gear while in transit (I use a pelican case) and, when you are shooting, use a 

rain cover. You can buy a camera rain cover for around $20 or make your own using a one gallon zip lock bag placed 

over your camera with a hole cut for the lens and rubber bands to secure it.  Using your lens hood works to keep rain off 

your lens for short periods of time (while you take the shot). In between shots, cover your lens with a towel. Little pieces 

of sham wow work great for soaking up any water that does end up on your lens or filter.

Always carry extra 

batteries and store 

them close to your 

body since both heat 

and cold can reduce the 

length of time your 

battery will last.

While you are still in 

your car, decide which 

lens you want to use. 

You don’t want to be 

taking your lens off 

your camera body when 

there is flying sand and 

rain waiting to get in.



Most of the great opportunities happen when a storm starts to 

clear, so don’t go out too soon. Sometimes I find my location 

and wait in my car until the storm starts to clear.  If you are 

lucky enough to see light breaking through the clouds right at 

sunset, consider yourself lucky and get as many shots as you 

can!



Twilight

One thing that has always 

surprised me when I am out 

photographing a sunset is that as 

soon as the sun dips below the 

horizon all the photographers 

pack up their gear and go home. 

They miss out on my favourite 

time to shoot: twilight. 

It happens about 20 minutes after 

the sun goes down or 20 minutes 

before the sun comes up. In the 

period between day and night, 

there is plenty of usable light rich 

in colour. While our eyes will often 

see black, our camera’s sensor 

will see deep cobalt blues and rich 

pinks.When the sun is just below the horizon, pink and orange hues dominate 

the sky.



Later in the twilight phase (or earlier if the sun is 

rising) the sky is dominated by rich blues. This is a 

great time to start photographing cityscapes. Use a 

small aperture opening (like f/22) to make the city 

lights turn to stars. This will also maximize the depth 

of field in your image to ensure everything is in focus.

Capturing a rising or setting moon during twilight is 

a special experience. At that time of day, the moon 

will have soft light so you can still see details. When 

it is higher in the sky, the moon will appear 

completely white.



Night

The difficult part of photographing at night is getting the 

exposure right. First, if there are any lights in your frame, do 

not aim right at them when setting the exposure or your 

camera will think the whole image is bright. Try a test shot 

and see what happens. If you image is too dark or too bright, 

use your camera’s exposure compensation. If you want it 

brighter, move the compensation to the right. If you want it 

darker, move it to the left. 

Given the long exposures necessary to photograph at night, 

you can use the opportunity to capture streaks of light. 

Include a street in your composition and click the shutter just 

before some cars enter the frame to get streaks of car lights. 

This works best if you can manage to get just the tail lights of 

cars and no head lights if you are relatively close to the cars.



If you really want to stay up late and have 

some fun, try star trails! You need to get 

away from any city lights to do this. Try to 

find a location away from the city where you 

can see lots of stars at night. And remember 

to pass on the campfire to keep the air clear 

of smoke. This works best if you can find an 

object with good shape to put in the 

foreground so you have more than just the 

stars in the frame. Something like a cactus or 

maybe a log cabin or a tent. In this 

photograph, I found a lake with well defined 

mountains behind it. I used a flashlight for a 

few minutes to light the foreground rocks in 

this 50 minute exposure. It takes some 

practice, but it is always fun to see what the 

human eye cannot see.



One difficulty in photographing at twilight and night is achieving a sharp image. This is due to two factors: 

camera stabilization and focus.

Camera Stabilization
To photograph during twilight or at night, you need to use a 

tripod. If you do not have a tripod, you can try using a bean 

bag or your backpack or a ledge to stabilize your camera, but 

using any of these will limit your choice of composition. Get a 

tripod. Even for daytime photography, you will notice an 

immediate difference in the quality of your images when you 

use a tripod.

At twilight and at night, you should also use a cable release or 

the 2 second timer to avoid touching your camera. Try this out 

to see what I mean: put a telephoto lens on your camera and 

attach it to your tripod. Use liveview so you can see the image 

in the LCD screen. Increase the magnification. Now touch your 

camera. You will see the image in the LCD jiggle just a little 

and it takes a moment to stop vibrating. This is what happens 

when you press the shutter. Using your self-timer or a cable 

release will allow you to trip the shutter without causing 

vibration to your camera. This vibration is not noticeable when 

you use a fast shutter speed, but on long-exposures, it can ruin 

your final image.



Another trick to increase the sharpness 

of a twilight or night image is to use the 

mirror lock-up feature on your camera. 

The mirror is what allows you to see the 

image through the viewfinder. When 

you click the shutter, the mirror pops up 

so it is out of the way, the shutter 

opens and closes, and the mirror goes 

down again. When the mirror pops up 

before the shutter opens, even that 

little amount of movement can cause 

vibration. 

I have had the best results using the mirror lock up feature combined with the 2 second timer. This way when I click 

the shutter button the mirror goes up right away, 2 seconds pass allowing all vibration to stop, and then the shutter 

opens and closes.

Focus

This brings us to the problem of focus. Your camera’s auto-focus feature may not work very well in low light conditions. 

Many cameras will fire an “auto-focus assist” beam of infrared light when you hold the shutter half way down, but you 

may find that it does not work well when the subject is a fair distance away. You have a number of choices to help in 

this scenario. First, if it is possible, you can turn on some lights or use a flashlight and set the focus first. Second, you 

can set up your camera before the sun goes down, set the focus, and then turn off the auto-focus to prevent your 

camera from trying to re-focus when you are ready to take the shot. Your third option is to focus manually. I often use 

my liveview in the LCD monitor, increase its magnification, and then focus manually.



Your Histogram

No discussion of light in digital photography is 

complete without emphasizing one of the most 

wonderful features of digital photography that 

everyone is afraid of: the histogram. Don’t be afraid 

to use it, it is not that hard to understand and it will 

make a huge difference to the quality of your 

images since it provides you with information about 

flaws at a glance if you know how to read it.

After you make an image, you can review your shot 

in your LCD display to make sure you got what you 

wanted. This is a great tool for checking 

composition and focus. But not for exposure. The 

LCD just doesn’t give you an accurate impression of 

exposure and you might be disappointed when you 

see the image on your computer monitor later. Use 

the histogram! 



It’s easy: the blacks are on the left, the whites are on the right, all the mid-

tones are in between.  All you really need to know is that a spike on either 

edge of the graph is bad.

If there is a spike on the left edge, it means part of your image is completely 

black. You may want to use your exposure compensation to adjust the 

exposure to the right to make it brighter (or you can change shutter speed 

or aperture if you are used to shooting in manual mode, but using exposure 

compensation does the same thing and it’s really easy to use). But 

remember that having part of your image completely black, especially for a 

night shot, is ok.

If there is a spike on the right edge, it means part of your image is 

completely white and contains no data. Never never never let any 

substantial part of your image go completely white. Because it contains no 

data at all, it will always remain a white spot no matter what you try to do 

in post-processing. It’s better to keep that graph off the right edge. Use 

your exposure compensation and move the slider to the left to darken the 

image. You only need to worry about this if the spike is right on the very 

edge of the histogram - if it spikes before the edge it is not a problem.



Conclusion

Now for your assignment: To help you understand light, find a subject that is close to your 

home, something that you find interesting to photograph that is easily accessible to you. 

Photograph that subject at various times of day under different lighting conditions and 

analyze the results. How does it look when it is photographed with frontlight as opposed to 

soft diffused light? Or does it look best with sidelight? This is a project you can keep doing 

throughout the year to see how the light changes over seasons.

The images on this page show my results photographing the Legislative buildings in Victoria, 

British Columbia, during various types of light. You may like some of these better than others. 

The point is to understand how the light affects your subject.

To continually improve your photography, become a student of light. Even when you do not 

have your camera, be aware of the type of light in your surroundings and how the light 

changes. Take notice when sun changes to shade or, even better, when shade turns to sun.

With a heightened awareness of light, not only can you seek out the best quality of light for 

your subject, but you can decide what subject to shoot based on the quality of light that is 

present.

The next time you go out to photograph, instead of looking for subjects, look for light. Let the 

light that is available to you tell you what kind of photograph to make.

My first thought is always of light. - Galen Rowell
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