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LIGHTING PATTERNS FOR 
PORTRAITS

• Split lighting 

• Loop lighting 

• Rembrandt lighting 

• Butterfly lighting 

• Broad lighting 

• Short lighting



SPLIT LIGHTING

• Splits the face into equal 
halves, one side in the 
light and the other in 
shadow. 

• Creates dramatic images. 

• Put light source 90 
degrees to the left or 
right of subject.



LOOP LIGHTING

• Loop lighting is made by 
creating a small shadow 
of the subject’s nose on 
their cheek. 

• The light source must be 
slightly higher than the 
eye level and about 
30-45 degrees from the 
camera.



REMBRANDT  
LIGHTING

• Rembrandt lighting is 
identified by the triangle 
of light on the cheek. 

• The subject must turn 
slightly away from the 
light, which must be 
above the top of their 
head so that the shadow 
from the nose falls down 
towards the cheek.



BUTTERFLY 
LIGHTING

• Named for the butterfly 
shaped shadow created 
under the nose. 

• Light source must be 
above and directly 
behind the camera. 

• Creates shadows under 
the cheeks and chin.



BROAD  
LIGHTING

• Broad lighting is when 
the subject’s face is 
slightly turned away from 
the center and the side of 
the face which is toward 
the camera (broader side) 
is in the light.



SHORT 
LIGHTING

• Opposite of broad 
lighting. 

• Short lighting has 
shadows on the largest 
part of the face showing.



LIGHTING RATIO

• Comparing the dark and light sides of the face to 
see how much difference there is from the shadow 
to the highlight side. 

• The greater the ratio the more contrast the image 
will have  and the more moody the portrait will be. 

• The lower the ratio, the less contrast, and the 
portrait will feel lighter and fresher.





QUALITY OF LIGHT

• Hard light - produced by a small light source, 
creates high contrast, enhanced texture of the 
subject, added drama and harsh, well-defined 
shadows. 

• Examples - the sun, a bare light bulb, a direct 
camera flash



QUALITY OF LIGHT

• Soft light - produced by a large light source. Flat or 
low contrast, less texture enhancing, more 
forgiving and flattering in general. 

• Examples - sky on an overcast day, large studio 
softboxes, a large reflector, umbrellas, bounce 
flash

The information for this presentation came from Digital Photography School articles 
by Darlene Hildebrandt


