Lighting

Lighting is one of the most important aspects of motion pictures.  It sets the tone of a film while giving two-dimensional images the feeling of three-dimensional life.  Even if you are on a shoestring budget with a borrowed digital camera, there is one thing you will need or no one will ever see your film: Lighting.
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Three-Point Lighting


The three-point lighting system is the most common lighting scheme used in motion pictures.  It uses a key light, a fill light, and a backlight.  Using three lights from three different directions creates a sense of depth on people and objects by using purposeful shadows, which results in a three-dimensional look.
Key Light

The key light is the primary light used to illuminate a subject.  It is usually positioned 15 – 45 degrees from one side of the camera and angled down 15 – 45 degrees from above the subject.  The preferred instrument is a focusable source (Lowel Pro-Light, Arri Fresnel), or, if you're going for a more diffuse look, a soft lightbox like the Chimera.  This light represents the primary source of light in a scene simulating the sun, a window, a light bulb or some other source of light.
Fill Light

After positioning the key light, you will notice a harsh shadow on one side of the subject opposite the key light.  The purpose of the fill light is to reduce the shadow but not eliminate it entirely, because shadow gives a sense of depth.  Place the fill light on the opposite side of the key light.  It should be about half as bright and not positioned quite as high.  Do not place it at the exact same angle as the key light.  The fill light simulates other light sources or reflected light from other objects.

Backlight
Place the backlight anywhere from 90 degrees to behind the subject and opposite the camera but high above both so that none of the light goes directly into the camera.  This light will create a slight glow on the back of the subject and thus separate it from the background.  This prevents the subject from looking two-dimensional in the video.  The glow created by a backlight is sometimes referred to as the hallo effect.

Beyond Three-Point Lighting

There are many variations to this scheme.  Add other lights as needed, but for 95% of movie making, this simple schematic will do.  Mastery of this technique will create and sustain a general mood throughout a movie.  Experiment, but use caution, because you could ruin an otherwise good movie with poor lighting.

When doing any kind of lighting, bear in mind that "shadows are our friends.”  Too much light has no character and too little light creates a scene that is impossible to see.  The right balance of foreground and background, and light and dark, can add depth and richness to any scene. 

Additional Lights

Sometimes it may be desirable to illuminate the background.  Set a light on either side of the camera so that it has an unobstructed throw to the wall.  Using the barn doors, you can create a narrow "slash" effect, or you can cut the light toward the top or the bottom of the frame.  Generally, try to keep the background light 50 to 60% of the subject brightness.  With your background light, you are striving to add definition to the background, without overpowering the foreground.

Color, Temperature and Light

Although we think of light as being white, there is always some color or tint to it, which is referred to as color “temperature.”  Since we are used to seeing our world with the amazingly adaptive human eye, it is easy to overlook the issue of light color.  A limitation of the digital video camera is that it can only be set to record one frequency as “white” at any given time.
If the camera is set to the wrong color temperature, the recorded scene might look blue or yellow or have a green cast to it.  That is why the camera “white balance” must be set for each lighting situation.  Once you set the white balance, all the lights on the set need to be in the same temperature range or you will have to correct “off temperature” light sources.  Tungsten and florescent lights are not in the same temperature range.

