High & Low Key Photography



What is High Key Photography ?

“High-key” photography is a style characterized by,
bright tones, minimal shadows and a clean/minimalist
appearance.

It often features a white, or light-coloured
background. It is normally achieved through the use of
bright/diffused lighting and/or high exposures.

High Key photos suggest light, joy, fragility and
beauty, making it a popular technique in portrait,
fashion and product photography.

High-key is the opposite of "low-key" photography,
which uses dramatic dark shadows



What is High Key Photography ?

Key Characteristics of High-Key Photos

Bright Tones: The image consists primarily of whites
and light greys; even the "dark" areas are often just
mid-tones.

Low Contrast: The lighting is even and flat, meaning
there is very little difference in brightness between
the subject and the background.

Minimal Shadows: Soft, diffused light is used to
remove dark shadows that would otherwise add
depth, or draw attention from the subject.

Histogram Bias: The exposure histogram will be
heavily skewed toward the right side, representing
mostly whites and highlights.




So what is Low Key Photography ?

Low-key photography is a dramatic, high-contrast
technique characterized by dark tones, deep shadows
and minimal lighting.

Light is only allowed to fall on specific areas of the
subject.

Primarily used to create moody, intense or mysterious
atmospheres, it is used in portraiture, still life and
interior shots, as well as in Street Photography.

In the last meeting, Lucy Kayne showed us some of
her low-key images of building interiors.




What is Low Key Photography 7

Key Characteristics:

Deep Shadows: Shadows are the primary feature of
the composition, rather than a distraction. They are
used to hide details and create a sense of mystery.

High Contrast: There is a stark difference between the
brightly lit highlights and the dark surrounding areas.

“Chiaroscuro Effect”: This style is heavily inspired by
Renaissance and Baroque painters like Caravaggio
and Rembrandt, who used "light-dark" contrasts for
dramatic effect.

Histogram Bias: The data will be heavily skewed
toward the left side, representing mostly blacks and
shadows.




Why is it called “High Key” ?

The name has two origins that often overlap in modern usage:

Artistic "Key" (Painting): Painters used the word "key" to
describe the overall tonality of a work. An image "pitched" in a
high key consists mainly of light values, while a low-key image
uses dark values. This usage may have been an analogy to
music, where a "high key" is bright and airy.

The "Key Light" (Photography): In traditional three-point
lighting, the "key light" is the primary light source on a
subject. High-key lighting originally referred to a setup where
the ratio between the key light and the fill light was very low,
creating an even, shadowless look. This technique was
essential in early television and film because older cameras
could not handle high contrast well. Flooding the scene with
light ensured every detail was visible.



Why would | want to use High Key ?

Add emphasis to the subject, by removing distractions

High-key is the industry standard for commercial work where clarity and
positivity are paramount, for example in Food, or Product Photography.

Portraiture

This style is highly favoured in portraiture for its flattering qualities,
especially when taking photos of women, children and babies. It is also used
in wedding shots.

Wildlife & Landscape

Photographers use high-key to simplify complex scenes, such as birds
against an overcast sky, or animals in snowy environments.

Fine Art

Used to focus the viewer's attention strictly on the subject’s shape, form
and texture, removing any distracting shadows or backgrounds.



Why would | want to use Low Key ?

Dramatic Portraiture

Used to emphasize character depth, facial contours, and intense expressions.
Techniques like “Rembrandt Lighting” (a small triangle of light on the shadowed
cheek) are classic for this genre.

Add Atmosphere

Use to evoke suspense, alienation or a sense of unease. It is famously used in movies
like Alien to hide what might be lurking in the dark !

Remove distractions from the subject

Used for luxury items to suggest quality, exclusivity. Effective for products like
watches where the focus is on sleek design and texture, rather than full visibility.

Nature & Wildlife

Use it to isolate a subject (like a bird or leaf) from a busy, or unappealing background
by only lighting the subject and letting the rest fall into shadow.




How do | take a High Key Photo outside ?

Although it’s easier to take a high-key photo in the studio, let’s assume
you want to take a high-key photograph outside, without studio lights.

We must make the most of the natural light available. We want to 3 J
eliminate deep shadows, while ensuring the image remains bright and \} B 4
airy.

Firstly, try to take your photo when the weather conditions are suitable.

Overcast Days: Thick, grey cloud cover provides even, low-contrast light.

Fog and Mist: Naturally desaturates colours and provides a clean, white
background that simplifies the composition.

back up to fill in shadows under the chin and eyes. ‘-
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Snowy Landscapes: Snow acts as a giant natural reflector, bouncing light }
2
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How do | take a High Key Photo outside ?

Camera Settings - Your camera’s light meter normally tries to correct overly bright
scenes to an "average grey," so you must intervene.

Exposure Compensation: Dial in +1 to +2 EV to intentionally overexpose the scene
and keep the whites bright.

Aperture: Use a wide aperture (e.g., f/2.8 to f/5.6) to blur the background into a
soft, luminous wash.

Histogram: If you can check the Exposure Histogram, aim to have the exposure data
shifted toward the right side — but without "clipping" (touching the far right edge),
which would lose some of the highlight details.

Recap :

Adjust exposure on iPhone https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3m0O6wWzvcMI|

Adjust exposure on Android Phone https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D3wI|G81XLoc

els that tone

Number of pix

Pure black


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3mO6wWzvcMI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D3wlG81XLoc

How do | take a High Key without studio lights ?

Lighting Techniqgues Outdoors

Backlighting: Position your subject with their back to the sun. This creates
a natural "rim light" on their hair and prevents them from squinting.

Fill Flash or Reflectors: Even on a bright day, you could use a white

that they match the brightness of the background.

Compositional Tips

Choose Light Backgrounds: Look for sand, light-coloured stone, or a clear,
bright sky to keep the overall tonal palette high.

Simplify: High-key works best when there is a clear subject against a
minimalist, bright background. If not the sky, try light-coloured walls/cliffs.

You can also change the image to B&W, to remove colour distractions.



How do | take a Low Key Photo outside ?

To take a low-key photograph outside, without studio lights, we must find "pockets"
of light. These will allow us to have light on the subject, while the background
remains in deep shadow.

Finding the Right Light

The "Spotlight" Effect: Look for light falling through a dense forest canopy, an
archway, or between tall buildings. Position your subject in the single beam of light
and ensure the background is in complete shade.

Time of Day: try shooting when there is less natural light. Try Golden Hour (the hour
after sunrise, or before sunset) when the sun is low, which creates long, dramatic
shadows. You could also shoot when it’s dark, using street lights/shop windows etc.

Open Shade: Position your subject at the very edge of a dark area (like a cave
entrance or a porch). Light will hit their face, but the depth of the structure behind
them will be dark..




How do | take a Low Key Photo without studio lights ?

Camera Settings

To minimise ambient light and keep the shadows dark, try these settings:

Metering: Use Spot Metering. Meter off the brightest part of your subject's
face. This tells the camera to expose for the light, which will make the darker
background blacker.

ISO: Set this to its lowest value (e.g. ISO 100) to ensure the black areas are
free of noise.

Shutter Speed: Use a fast shutter speed to further darken the ambient
background light.

Tip - if the scene is still too bright, consider using an ND (Neutral Density)
filter to act as "sunglasses" for your lens.

Metering mode

Spot metering

& & []




How do | take a Low Key Photo without studio lights ?

Compositional Ideas

Light Intensity: Keep your subject as close to the light source (the edge of the
shade or the beam of sun) as possible.

Light intensity drops off rapidly with distance, so the further the background
is from the light, the darker it will appear.

Dark Backgrounds: Intentionally seek out dark textures like wet asphalt, ivy-
covered walls, or dark stone to eliminate the background.

Silhouettes: For a different type of low-key, place your subject directly in
front of a bright light source (like the setting sun) and expose for the sky,
turning the subject into a solid black shape.




Overexposed Photo vs High Key Photo

Although there is an overlap between an Over-exposed photo and a High-Key photo, there are
important differences :

High-Key Photo Over-exposed photo

-Subject not over-exposed - Entire photo looks “bleached” / washed out

- Intentional use of white/bright/low contrast - Usually occurs by accident/error

- Achieved through use of lighting and/or intentionally - Arises from wrong exposure setting/metering
increased exposure - Exposure Histogram clips right-side, detail lost

- Exposure Histogram does not clip right-side




Underexposed Photo vs Low Key Photo

The same applies to an Under-exposed photo and a Low-Key photo :

Low-Key Photo

- Subject details are visible, in focus/sharp

- Intentional use of shadows & contrast to remove
distractions/add atmosphere

- Achieved through use of selective lighting and/or
intentionally reduced exposure

- Exposure Histogram reaches left side but also contains
some mid-tones

Under-exposed photo

- Much of subject detail is lost/missing. Shadows
are distracting.

- Occurs by accident/error

- Arises from wrong exposure setting

- Exposure Histogram mostly left-side, most of
mid-tones have been lost




Ssummary

When attempting High & Low Key Photography, we’re moving away from simply
capturing what we can see, into a more artistic interpretation of the scene.

We can use the technique to generate an emotional response in the viewer !

High-Key Low Key
- Bright, optimistic images - Dark, moody images
- Great for delicate subjects - Great for strong(er) subjects

- Use with studio lights/brightly lit scenes - Use with darker, dimly lit scenes

Of the 2 techniques, | think Low Key is easier.
But why not give both a try ? Let me know how you get on !! &2
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