
The word photography literally means “painting with light”. I’m not sure there is anything 

more important in photography than light, as without it, we simply cannot make an image! 

It is the KEY ingredient in making a photograph, and good use of it can make or break a 

photo. 

One of the best ways to begin to learn about light is simply to watch it. If you capture 

images inside your own home, you will soon start to notice how the light changes in 

different rooms at any given time. For example, in our sitting room the sun rises through 

the window in the morning, bathing the room in golden light, and as the sun gets higher, 

the light becomes harsher and stronger, casting shadows in the room. By afternoon, the 

sun has moved around to the side of the house, and the room is bathed in a softer, more 

diffused light. That one room can give me a variety of looks just depending both on when I 

choose to use it, and how I position my subject in relation to it - and because it's natural 

light, it's all for free! 

HOW TO FIND  GOOD  LIGHT  

(AND  HOW TO AVOID  BAD  LIGHT)
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As you progress through your photography journey, you will start to use different types of 

light, and use it in different ways, but for this introductory course, I want to concentrate on 

how you can find light that is easy to start out with, and is extremely flattering. For this, we 

want to use light that comes from a good direction, and is soft. You will get that provided 

you avoid two things: 

Finding “Good” Light 

Direct Light from the Sun  

Overhead Light  

Let’s look a little bit closer at both of these. 

Direct light from the sun is simply that – whenever you have your subject in the direct light 

from the sun. It’s pretty unflattering because the shadows it forms are hard – in other words 

there is a hard line between the light and dark areas. 

As for overhead light, when you light a person directly from above, the light will create 

really unflattering shadows, causing what is known as “raccoon eyes” – where the eyes are 

dark. This is the exact opposite of what we want! We want eyes that are full of light and 

sparkle, and we only get that when light reaches them. 



Here’s an example of an image taken at midday, which means that my subject is both in 

direct sunlight AND lit from above. #yuck 
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How unflattering is that! There are so many shadows, and they are not in places that flatter 

my subject at ALL. The worst of the shadows is in the eyes - there is no light or life to them, 

so his beautiful blue eyes are completely lost in this image. One for the delete pile! 

Our first step toward finding good light is to look to the angle of the sun throughout the 

day and try not use it when it is directly overhead, like at midday. Earlier or later in the day, 

regardless of whether it is cloudy or sunny, can be a better time for portraits, since the 

angle of the sun will be either directly behind or slightly above. 

However, if the sun is shining, the light is still direct. Whist you can absolutely, 100% use 

direct sunlight when you get more advanced in photography skills, you really need to know 

how to manually adjust your exposure for that, so when we start out, it’s easier to simply 

avoid it until your skills can match your vision. For that reason, right now, I advise you to put 

your subject in the shade instead. Find an area of shade caused by a fence or building, and 

place your subject there. This will get them out of the direct sunlight, and give you an 

incredibly flattering look. 



Like this:
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Some ideas of places where you can get shade on a sunny day:  

In a doorway 

In the front porch  

Under an awning 

Under a tree  

Under an umbrella  

In the shade caused by a building 

In the shade caused by a fence 

Even under a large sunhat! 

Find your shade, then have your subject face out into the light. That's a super important bit 

- make sure you see light reaching their eyes! 



Here’s an example of an image taken in open shade (just inside a doorway)
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Much better isn’t it? Soft creamy skin, no hard distracting shadows and eyes that are 

beautifully lit. 

Light really is the foundation for creating beautiful images.  

Light has control over pretty much everything in our images - from the exposure, to WHERE 

we need to expose for, to the color our images take on, and how well we capture our 

subjects. You can use it to create dreamy backlit images, to images that have depth and 

dimension with clever use of shadows and so much more! As it is so versatile, and because 

it can make or break an image, I have a whole module to devoted to how to use different 

light in my course, Auto to Awesome, so this was just a quick introduction to it. Don't stop 

learning about it whatever you do!  



What to do now:
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Now I'd like you to try out this whole open shade thing. If it's a nice sunny day, find a small 

area of shade and put your subject there. (Grab a stuffed animal or toy and use it for 

practice - it's so much easier than a real live child who will only sit for two minutes!) Put 

your subject at the edge of the shade, looking out toward the light, where you will be! 


