
TELEVISION LIGHTING 

 

Types of Light - There are two "types" of light categories to understand and use: 

1. Directional (hard) 

2. Diffused (soft) 

Directional: the beam of light is precise. It can cause harsh shadows. The sun, a 

flashlight, car light, some studio/TV lights will produce directional light. There is little 

spill over onto other areas. 

Diffused: a more general illumination. Its diffused beam spreads out quickly and 

illuminates a large area. There are no clearly defined shadows. It appears to come 

from all directions. This is referred to as omni-directional (all directions).  

Examples of diffused light occurs on foggy days when the fog diffuses the sun light. 

Fluorescent lights in department stores and classrooms use diffused light. Use diffused 

light to illuminate large areas, not defined areas such as a book or face. 

Light Characteristics - Light has properties that can be manipulated to give a scene 

the look you want: 

1. Intensity 

2. Contrast 

3. Shadows 

1. Light Intensity: 

Light Intensity refers to how much light falls on any one area. Intensity of light is 

measured in foot-candles (ft-c) or lux. Studio lights are rated in foot candles. 

If there is insufficient lighting, cameras have to up the gain. Most digital cameras will 

do this automatically. Increasing the gain will boost a weak video signal but it will 

also make the picture "noisier" - you can see the image losing its crispness. 

The closer a camera is to a subject the more intense the illumination. Using a dimmer 

you can reduce light intensity. 

Light in a studio is measured by the amount of red and blue tint. A studio camera is 

set to "see" white at a temperature of 3200 K. K stands for Kelvin degrees. These 

degrees are not a temperature as with the heat of the day. 

2. Contrast:  

Contrast refers to difference between the brightest and the darkest spots in a video 

picture. If there is too much contrast between the dark and light areas the white areas 

will look overexposed and shadows in the dark areas will look uniformly black. 



3. Shadows: 

We are generally unaware of shadows when we look at objects or scenes. But when 

filming, shadows are very important. There are only two types of shadows, attached 

and cast. 

 

Attached- Attached shadows seem affixed on the subject. Hold an object like a soda 

can next to a window or lamp. The shadow opposite the light source (window or 

lamp) on the can is the attached shadow. No matter where you move the can, the 

attached shadow remains part of the can. Attached shadows give depth to an object. 

Without them the object would appear one-dimensional. Attached shadows also give 

an object texture. Attached shadows are very important when filming a face. 

Cast - Cast shadows can be seen independently of the object. Cast shadows are what 

we see on bright sunny days. Shadows of street lights, people, cars and trees are 

examples. Making shadow puppets on a screen from a projector light are a good 

example of cast shadows. Cast shadows help us to see where the object is located 

relative to its surroundings and they help use sometimes to relate to time - the longer 

the shadow the earlier or later in the day it will be. 

 

Lighting Techniques by Location - There are two "types" of basic lighting locations 

to understand and use: 

1. Studio Lighting 

2. Field (outdoor) Lighting 

Studio Lighting: 

Allow studio lights 1-3 minutes to warm up before bring them up to full power. 

Three Point (triangle) - Key light, fill light and back light 

Key (spotlight); fill (flood); back (spotlight) 

Three Point plus background light (background light will illuminate the area behind 

the scene) 

Field (outdoor) Lighting: 

Outdoor lighting usually will be dependent on the available light. 

You can apply the principles of studio lighting to outdoor lighting. 

Bright sunlight will create high contrast and deep shadows. Reflectors may be needed 

to fill in the dark shadow areas. 



Avoid shooting against any bright background. Anything in front of it will be nothing 

more than a dark silhouette. 

Use reflector boards to fill in dark areas. 

In a medium shot the person speaking can hold their own reflector board at waist level 

to fill under the chin and highlight the face. 

THREE POINT LIGHTING 

Three-point lighting consists, as you might imagine, of three lights: the key, the fill 

and the back. Together, these serve to wrap your subject in light, creating shadows 

that define the subject like a person's face, but do not overpower it. 

The Key 

The key light is vital for video production lighting: it is placed about 45 degrees to the 

subject, either left or right, usually above and aimed down between 30 and 45-degrees. 

It is the dominant light. Position this light as you would if it were the only light you 

had. From this, you'll have defining shadows on the face which would be lost if the 

light were on a similar axis to the camera, but you'll notice that, in a room with no 

other lighting, it will create deep, dark shadows. Toning down those shadows is the 

job of the next light. 

The Fill 

The fill is usually two or three stops dimmer than the key light, and its placement is at 

a near 45-degree angle on the opposite side of the camera, often on a level with the 

subject's face. The fill light is a reaction to the key light, and its ultimate placement 

depends on the function of the fill - what shadows does it create? Where do you need 

to reduce them for better video production lighting? 

The fill light can be the same size as the key light in wattage and bulb size, but you 

might then place it further away than the key. Watch as the fill drives back the 

shadows; though the lighting is not nearly as harsh, these two together still present a 

very two-dimensional view. The job of the third and final light is to create a sense of 

distance between the subject and the background, giving an illusion of a third 

dimension on the screen. 

The Back Light 

The back light, sometimes called a rim or shoulder light, is aimed at the subject's 

back, and, like the key light, it is usually 45-degrees off the axis and shines down 

upon the subject. This creates a bright rim around part of the subject, creating an 

outline which then appears to separate the shoulders from the background. The back 

light can be as bright as the key, or lesser or brighter, depending upon the requirement 

of the scene.  

Choosing Reflectors 



In some situations a reflector (such as a piece of white cardstock mounted off-camera, 

or even a white-painted wall) can be used as a fill light instead of an actual lamp. 

Reflecting and redirecting the key light's rays back upon the subject from a different 

angle can cause a softer, subtler effect than using another lamp. 

Except for rim lighting, a rule of thumb for reflectors is “the softer the better,” for 

evenness of coverage and subject comfort. Choose aluminium reflectors when a long 

throw is needed, for backgrounds or wide shots. Avoid using them for key lights 

(except when placed well back) to keep them out of subject’s eyes. 

White reflectors are excellent for fill. In close ups, subjects can even hold them 

themselves below the frame line. 

Matching Wide and Close Shots 

Lighting wide shots is easier outdoors because subjects do not need as much 

modelling, and because aluminium reflectors can throw effective fill light up to 50′ or 

more.  

High-key lighting is a style of lighting for film, television, or photography that aims 

to reduce the lighting ratio present in the scene. This was originally done partly for 

technological reasons, since early film and television did not deal well with 

high contrast ratios, but now is used to suggest an upbeat mood. It is often used 

in sitcoms and comedies. High-key lighting is usually quite homogeneous and free 

from dark shadows. The terminology comes from the key light (main light). 

Low-Key Lighting is a style of lighting for photography, film or television. It is a 

necessary element in creating a chiaroscuro effect. Traditional 

photographic lighting, three-point lighting uses a key light, a fill light, and a back 

light for illumination. Low-key lighting often uses only one key light, optionally 

controlled with a fill light or a simple reflector. 

Low key light accentuates the contours of an object by throwing areas into shade 

while a fill light or reflector may illuminate the shadow areas to control contrast.  


