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In classical portraiture there are several things you need to control and think about to

make a �attering portrait of your subjects, including: lighting ratio, lighting pattern,

facial view, and angle of view. I suggest you get to know these basics inside out, and

as with most things, then you can break the rules. But if you can nail this one thing

you’ll be well on your way to great people photos. In this article we’re going to look at

lighting pattern: what is it, why it’s important, and how to use it. Perhaps in another

future article, if you enjoy this one, I’ll talk about the other aspects of good

portraiture.

Lighting pattern I’d de�ne as, how light and shadow play across the face to create

di�erent shapes. What shape is the shadow on the face, in simple terms. There are

four common portrait lighting patterns, they are:

Split lighting

Loop lighting

Rembrandt lighting

Butter�y lighting

There are also Broad and Short lighting which are more of a style, and can be used

with most of the patterns above. Let’s look at each of them individually.

1. Split Lighting
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Split lighting is exactly as the name implies – it splits the face exactly into equal halves

with one side being in the light, and the other in shadow. It is often used to create

dramatic images for things such as a portrait of a musician or an artist. Split lighting

tends to be a more masculine pattern and as such is usually more appropriate or

applicable on men than it is for women. Keep in mind however, there are no hard and

fast rules, so I suggest you use the information I provide here as a starting point or

guideline. Until you learn this and can do it in your sleep, default to the guideline

whenever you’re not sure.

To achieve split lighting simply put the light source 90 degrees to the left or right of

the subject, and possibly even slightly behind their head. Where you place the light in

relation to the subject will depend on the person’s face. Watch how the light falls on

them and adjust accordingly. In true split lighting, the eye on the shadow side of the

face does pick up light in the eye only. If by rotating their face a bit more light falls on

their cheek, it’s possible their face just isn’t ideal for split lighting.

NOTE: any lighting pattern can be created on any facial view (frontal view showing

both ears, or ¾ face, or even pro�le). Just keep in mind that your light source must

follow the face to maintain the lighting pattern. If they turn their head the pattern will

change. So you can use that to your advantage to easily adjust the patten just by

them rotating their head a little.
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What the heck is a “catchlight”?

Notice in this photo above that the baby’s eyes have a re�ection of the actual light

source in them. It shows up as a little white spot, but if we look closer we can actually

see the shape of the light I used in this portrait.
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See how the bright spot is actually hexagon with a dark centre? That’s the light I used

which was a small hexagon shaped soft box on my Canon speedlight.

This is what is known as the “catchlight”. Without the eye of the subject catching this

light, the eyes will appear dark, dead and lifeless. You need to ensure that at least one

eye has a catchlight to give the subject life. Notice it also lightens the iris and

brightens the eye overall. This also adds to the feeling of life and gives them a sparkle.

2. Loop Lighting

https://i2.wp.com/digital-photography-school.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/Catch-lights-closeup.jpg?ssl=1
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Loop lighting is made by creating a small shadow of the subjects noses on their

cheeks. To create loop lighting, the light source must be slightly higher than eye level

and about 30-45 degrees from the camera (depends on the person, you have to learn

how to read people’s faces).

Look at this image to see where the shadows fall, and on their left sides you can see a

small shadow of their noses. In loop lighting the shadow of the nose and that of the

cheek do NOT touch. Keep the shadow small and slightly downward pointing, but be

aware of having your light source too high which will create odd shadows and cause

loss of the catchlights. Loop light is probably the most common or popular lighting

pattern as it is easy to create and �atters most people.
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In this diagram the black backdrop represents the bank of trees behind them. The

sun is coming over the trees but they are completely in the shade. A white re�ector is

used at camera left to bounce light back into the subjects’ faces. The re�ector may or

may not be in the sun but you can still pick up light even if it’s not. Just play with the

angles, by changing the placement of the re�ector you can change the lighting

pattern. For Loop lighting it will need to be somewhere around 30-45 degrees from

the camera. It also needs to be slightly above their eye level so the shadow or loop of

their nose angles down towards the corner of the mouth. That is one mistake I often

see beginners make with re�ectors is to place them down low and angle it up. That

lights up the bottom of your subject’s nose and does not create a �attering pattern.

3. Rembrandt Lighting
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Rembrandt lighting is so named because the Rembrandt the painter often used this

pattern of light in his paintings, as you can see in his self portrait here. Rembrandt

lighting is identi�ed by the triangle of light on the cheek. Unlike loop lighting where

the shadow of the nose and cheek do not touch, in Rembrandt lighting they do meet

which, creates that trapped little triangle of light in the middle. To create proper

Rembrandt lighting make sure the eye on the shadow side of the face has light in it

and has a catch light, otherwise the eye will be “dead” and not have a nice sparkle.

Rembrandt lighting is more dramatic, so like split lighting it creates more mood and a

darker feel to your image. Use it appropriately.
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To create Rembrandt lighting the subject must turn slightly away from the light. The

light must be above the top of their head so that the shadow from their nose falls

down towards the cheek. Not every person’s face is ideal for creating Rembrandt

lighting. If they have high or prominent cheek bones it will probably work. If they have

a small nose or �at bridge of the nose, it may be di�cult to achieve. Again, keep in

mind you don’t have to make exactly this pattern or another, just so long as the

person is �attered, and the mood you want is created – then the lighting is working. If

you are using window light and the window goes down to the �oor, you may have to

block o� the bottom portion with a gobo or card, to achieve this type of lighting.

4. Butter�y Lighting
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Butter�y lighting is aptly named for the butter�y shaped shadow that is created

under the nose by placing the main light source above and directly behind the

camera. The photographer is basically shooting underneath the light source for this

pattern. It is most often used for glamour style shots and to create shadows under

the cheeks and chin. It is also �attering for older subjects as it emphasizes wrinkles

less than side lighting.

Butter�y lighting is created by having the light source directly behind the camera and

slightly above eye or head level of the subject (depends on the person). It is

sometimes supplemented by placing a re�ector directly under their chin, with the

subject themselves even holding it! This pattern �atters subjects with de�ned or

prominent cheek bones and a slim face. Someone with a round, wide face would look

better with loop or even split to slim their face. This pattern is tougher to create using

windowlight or a re�ector alone. Often a harder light source like the sun or a �ash is

needed to produce the more de�ned shadow under the nose.
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5. Broad Lighting

Broad lighting is not so much a particular pattern, but a style of lighting. Any of the

following patterns of light can be either broad or short: loop, Rembrandt, split.
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Broad lighting is when the subject’s face is slightly turned away from centre, and the

side of the face which is toward the camera (is broader) is in the light. This produces a

larger area of light on the face, and a shadow side which appears smaller. Broad

lighting is sometimes used for “high key” portraits. This type of lighting makes a

person’s face look broader or wider (hence the name) and can be used on someone

with a very slim face to widen it. Most people however want to look slimmer, not

wider so this type of lighting would not be appropriate for someone who is heavier or

round faced.

To create broad lighting the face is turned away from the light source. Notice how the

side of the face that is towards the camera has the most light on it and the shadows

are falling on the far side of the face, furthest from the camera. Simply put broad

lighting illuminates the largest part of the face showing.

6. Short Lighting
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Short lighting is the opposite of broad lighting. As you can see by the example here,

short lighting puts the side turned towards the camera (that which appears larger) in

more shadow. It is often used for low key, or darker portraits. It puts more of the face

in shadow, is more sculpting, add 3D qualities, and is slimming and �attering for most

people.

In short lighting, the face is turned towards the light source this time. Notice how the

part of the face that is turned away from the camera has the most light on it and the

shadows are falling on the near side of the face, closet to the camera. Simply put

short lighting has shadows on the largest part of the face showing.

Putting it all together

Once you learn how to recognize and create each of the di�erent lighting patterns

you can then start to learn how and when to apply them. By studying your subject’s

face you will learn which lighting pattern will be best for them, and for the type of

portrait and mood desired. Someone with a very round face that wants to appear

slimmer in a grad portrait, will be lit very di�erently than someone that wants a
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promo shot for their band that makes them appear mean or angry. Once you know

all the patterns, how to recognize and master quality of light, direction of light and

ratio (we’ll discuss that in a future article) then you will be well equipped to handle the

challenge.

Of course it is much easier to change the lighting pattern if you can move the light

source. However if the main light source is the sun, or a window – it’s a bit tougher to

do that. So what you will need to do instead of moving the light, is to have the subject

rotate in respect to the light to change the direction it falls on them. Or change your

camera position. Or change their position. So basically move the things you can move

in relation to the light, if you cannot move the light source itself.

Practice Exercise

Corral yourself a subject (as in a real live person, not your dog) and practice creating

each of the lighting patterns we just discussed including:

butter�y lighting

loop lighting

Rembrandt lighting

split lighting

Remember to show both broad lighting and short lighting – for each of the di�erent

patterns, where applicable. Don’t worry about any other aspect (ratio, �ll light, etc) for

now, just concentrate getting the patterns down pat �rst. Use light from a window, a

�oor lamp with a bare bulb (take the shade o�) or the sun – but try and use a light

source that you can see what’s happening (I’d suggest that you do not try using �ash

until you’ve got more experience, it’s harder to learn with because you can’t see it

until after the photo is taken) This also works best to start out with the subject facing

the camera directly, no turning except to create the broad and short.



9/3/2019 6 Portrait Lighting Patterns Every Photographer Should Know

https://digital-photography-school.com/6-portrait-lighting-patterns-every-photographer-should-know/ 21/33

Show us your results please and share any challenges or problems you encountered.

I’ll try and help you solve them so you and others can learn from it, and get better for

next time.

If you’re on Pinterest – here’s a graphic to save this tutorial.
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Morocco, Bhutan, Vietnam and more. To help you improve and learn she has two email

mini-courses. Sign up for her free beginner OR portrait photography email mini-course

here. Or get both, no charge!
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 • Reply •

Kathleen Mekailek • 5 years ago

see more

My daughter agreed to pose in a cemetery for out photo club. Here are some that I took and tried to
use the lighting techniques. I think I used broad lighting on her most of the time because it looked
the best. I'm guessing the one of her sitting would be split lighting, the one standing on the bench is
loop lighting, face and shoulders maybe split lighting, and the full gown pose again split lighting. Am
I correct?

171△ ▽

 • Reply •

Darlene Hildebrandt  • 5 years ago> Kathleen Mekailek

Almost. The standing on the bench one could be called loop but the lighting is very harsh
(hard light). The ones where you are calling it split light she is more in profile that anything
and as you can't see the other side of her face it's pretty hard to call it split. Keep working on
it but use less harsh lighting to be more flattering to your subject.
△ ▽

 • Reply •

GynaffiT Photography  • 4 years ago> Kathleen Mekailek

Can I share this article on my photography blog ???
△ ▽
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 • Reply •

AliNoorani • 5 years ago

you should have used hard lighting to show the distinction. Many of these portraits may look very
similar to beginners as they appear "well-lit" faces
33△ ▽

 • Reply •

Joe  • 5 years ago> AliNoorani

You should write your own articles instead of criticizing others.
8△ ▽

 • Reply •

AliNoorani • 5 years ago> Joe 

Don't you worry about that 
If I wrote an article one day I would definitely like people to point out my
weaknesses.
20△ ▽

 • Reply •

Darlene Hildebrandt  • 5 years ago> AliNoorani

Hey guys enough of this talk. I didn't take Ali's suggestion negatively it is a
valid idea and there's nothing wrong with him expressing that. IN FACT in my
new lighting course I demonstrate the patterns with hard light first, and then
soft light for this very reason. So let's stop arguing about it please and move
on. Thanks.
9△ ▽

 • Reply •

alex  • 4 years ago> Darlene Hildebrandt

great article.. although i'm aware of the lighting types, your article just
reinforced it for me.. i especially love your using illustrations, and actually
describing the relation of the light to the subject and the camera... no other
article i've read has done that.. - yes, im using a speedlight (no modeling
light, sigh!) so the relative positions make my life easier :). It also makes me
wish for a strobe :)
1△ ▽

 • Reply •

Joe  • 5 years ago> AliNoorani

If you look around, you're really the only one with a negative opinion on the
article. The response from everyone else has been overwhelmingly positive;
especially from the beginners.
4△ ▽

This comment was deleted.

Joe  • 5 years ago> Guest

They actually seem to get it just fine and probably have more of a grasp with
what's going on than you. It's a fairly simple concept. Here, let's illustrate
exactly, in summation, what she's explaining.
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 • Reply •

'Hey guys. One side of this chick's face is lit. The other isn't.' Check out the
diagrams to back up the technique.'

It's really very simple and the way it's laid out, anyone with something higher
than a sixth grade education (as an educator of people below the age of 12
years old, I can see actually now why you object so strongly) can grasp it.

At the end of the day, what you are is really just a smug, snarky asshole that
seems to spend (and seemingly waste) the majority of his time on the type of
self-validation that's derived from the constant debasement of others.
3△ ▽

 • Reply •

elbldu  • a year ago> Joe

you have mental issues. I thought Als comment was helpful as I was not
seeing what they were talking about until he made his comment. YOU are the
one with the problem, nobody else, just you.Never learned how to take
CONStrUCTiVE criticism I guess, learn how to get along. Only one getting
nasty here is YOU
1△ ▽

 • Reply •

Yo mum  • 6 months ago> elbldu

Your the only good one around here
△ ▽

 • Reply •

elbldu  • 6 months ago> Yo mum

that wasnt the point. This article was very good, and hard for some starting
out to grasp this concept no matter how easy it seems. The point is, Joe
started name calling which was not only unnecessary, but mean, and out of
context. Sheesh! Some ppl just cant stand it when new ppl want to learn.
Sorry it kinda got to me there, didnt mean to offend anyone else.
△ ▽

 • Reply •

alex  • 4 years ago> Guest

i'm a beginner.. and the article has helped me tremendously... :) Even
beginners know the difference between soft and hard light
△ ▽

 • Reply •

IveSeenEnough  • 4 years ago> Guest

Couldn't you have just sent her an email if all you wanted was to give her
"tips". I think you had an ulterior motive.
△ ▽

• Reply •

RafaelF  • 5 years ago> Joe

The difference was he wrote "you should have" instead of "you could have",
but other than that, it's just constructive criticism
3△ ▽
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 • Reply •3

 • Reply •

Guest  • 5 years ago> Joe

be still monkey
△ ▽

 • Reply •

kris • 5 years ago> Joe 

This is a silly comment. It wasn't harsh criticism. How can one learn if no one says
anything.
12△ ▽

 • Reply •

Ur mum • 6 months ago> Joe 

You dodo I want to criticize its fun
△ ▽

 • Reply •

Ioan1491  • 5 years ago> AliNoorani

I am a beginner to lighting and I agree.
1△ ▽

 • Reply •

Ray • 6 years ago

Thanks Darlene, for once a pro that doesn't try baffling us with science. Truly got a better
understanding now. Thank you.
22△ ▽

 • Reply •

Darlene Hildebrandt • 6 years ago> Ray 

no problem, what's the point of writing an article if you can't understand it! That's how I look
at it.
22△ ▽

 • Reply •

freycabading • 6 years ago

Very clearly explained, illustrated. Very imformative and helpful.
18△ ▽

 • Reply •

Ipung • 5 years ago

I think, this article will be more clear to explain lighting if use high contrass portrait, so we can see
the shadow clearly. Imho.
10△ ▽

Josh - OziRig  • 5 years ago> Ipung

I agree!

On a similar article that I did I decided to go with not only just the actual portrait, but also an
edited version showing the highlighted difference so that it was absolutely clear to anyone
how the light falls.

You can actually do this yourself by crushing the levels in Photoshop so that highlights and
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 • Reply •

see more

lowlights really come out.

So if you're not sure; this might be a good way to see for yourself how the light actually falls.

I went to the effort of putting everything in there, but for some reason Disqus is giving me
some weird error when I try to attach the image directly, so here are the links for you to
check out:

Before:

10△ ▽

 • Reply •

Debbie • 6 years ago

I paint and I am studing portraiture. This was very helpful! Thank you!
6△ ▽

 • Reply •

Aiferapple • 5 years ago

I have to shoot a portrait session in a 1930's style using the typical lighting of the period. The sort of
thing that movie stars always used to have taken. Can anyone help :)
5△ ▽

 • Reply •

Ernie Halter  • 2 years ago> Aiferapple

I'm sure your shoot is long over, but Look up George Hurrell. He created this hollywood
glamour style you were referring to.
1△ ▽

 • Reply •

Guest • 6 years ago

You know, photography would be so less complicated if it weren't for light. Can't we just ignore
lighting? Can't we just treat our portrait subjects like...well, prisoners: "Here, hold this sign up...yes,
there are numbers on it...no, your number isn't the same as that guy's number over there...no, I'm
not going to turn the lights up—who cares about seeing the striped shirt you're wearing?

Sigh!

Really, though, what a great, great, informative article.

Thanks very much.
5△ ▽

Tron  • 5 years ago> Guest

Haha it could surely be less complicated if it weren't for light, however, taking in
consideration that your camera sensor only "sees" light, without it, you camera will have an
"small" issue to take any photographs hahahah! But I get your point, it is a great article
indeed!
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 • Reply •

indeed!.

Cheers.
△ ▽

 • Reply •

David Seward • 6 years ago

Very informative. Thank you
5△ ▽

 • Reply •

Harsh Saksena • 5 years ago

Professional Portrait photography explained in the most simplest form. Thanks.
3△ ▽

 • Reply •

Ross Chevalier • 5 years ago

Very clear and well written, thank you. I would say that this is the clearest documentation on what
constitutes loop lighting that I have seen.
3△ ▽

 • Reply •

Francis Trinidad • 5 years ago

Nice article!
2△ ▽

 • Reply •

Ron Clifford • 5 years ago

Concise and practical, great resourse Darlene
2△ ▽

 • Reply •

Hazel • 6 years ago

tried these lighting on a online lighting studio, just to see the effect instantly, but i think i did it
wrong.

Its best to try it on an actual shoot. ^_^

here's the link for that virtual studio >> http://www.zvork.fr/vls/
2△ ▽

 • Reply •

cwcat • 5 years ago

Nice tutorial, thank you so much.
1△ ▽

 • Reply •

Imperious Images • 5 years ago

Excellent article.
1△ ▽

 • Reply •

Noushin • 5 years ago

Extremely informative, thanks dear Darlene
1△ ▽
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 • Reply •

Joe • 5 years ago

Thanks Darlene this was really helpful :)
1△ ▽

This comment was deleted.

 • Reply •

Darlene Hildebrandt  • 5 years ago> Guest

Depends on the subject and the intention:

split - might be best for a man or business portrait where more drama is wanted

loop - most common for most portraits

butterfly - for glamour, ladies, fashion

rembrandt - for men, for showing strength and power, added drama

see what I mean?
4△ ▽

 • Reply •

NotJammer • 5 years ago

Yes, great concise descriptions, now I am almost ready for my first 11X14 film portrait of anyone
and it's my step-daughter and her family. I'm nervous!

Thank you!
1△ ▽

 • Reply •

Vero Verito Volando • 5 years ago

Really good, ITs helps me a lot.
Thanks
1△ ▽

 • Reply •

JayRowdenPhotographer • 5 years ago

Hi Darlene - just a quick note to say thanks for sharing this most brilliant tutorial. As someone who
always prefers to work with available light, I found your article to be both insightful and hugely
informative. Personally, I can't wait to try the Rembrandt style lighting! Thanks again, Jay
1△ ▽

 • Reply •

aishwarya • 5 years ago

The face lighting is understood but how does one get the photo darkened from the edges as shown
in each?
1△ ▽

• Reply •

kapongola • 6 years ago

Probably the best article on lighting I have come across...... will try these patterns very soon
1△ ▽
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Load more comments

Equipment and Camera Settings You’ll Need
for Better Moon Photography
27 comments • 11 days ago

Avatar
BRIAN THOMAS — If you take a shot when its
not a full moon then the side light will show the
surface and craters better.

Weekly Photography Challenge – Dappled
Light
26 comments • 4 days ago

Avatar
IGABC — https://uploads.disquscdn.c...

How to Use Pinterest to Grow Your Photo
Business (Step-By-Step Guide)
2 comments • a day ago

Avatar
darina Kopcok — True. And then you can Use
Copytrack or Pixsy to recover lost monies.

6 Reasons Your Photos Might Be Lacking
Sharpness
9 comments • 4 days ago

Avatar
namberak — "5. Poor quality tripod" I chuckled at
that as it reminded me of the old line joke to the
effect that there are three things you look for in a
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 • Reply •1△ ▽

 • Reply •

David Corito • 6 years ago

Great information Darlene. Clear short and to the point.
1△ ▽

 • Reply •

Rupinder • 6 years ago

Thank you for the simple and effective explanation. The diagrams with light placement details help
immensely.
1△ ▽
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