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Shadow Control 

When a photographer can control lighting, he or she is able to influence the rendering of the 
subject, and the sharpness or softness of shadows can make a significant difference.  We 
speak vaguely of hard or soft lighting, but what matters is not just the position and 
balancing of the strengths of several light sources, but the control of the shadows they cast. 

We know that, in studio lighting, big lights like umbrellas or soft boxes are useful when we 
want to fill in shadows without introducing new ones, but what is actually going on?  It may 
seem obvious, but there are some myths and misunderstandings about.  The important 
factor is "How big is the light source as seen from the subject?" 

Soft Shadows 

A light source may be chosen for yielding soft shadows, but the result has little to do with its 
surface texture or use of clip-on diffuser screens.  We sometimes see advice to wrap a 
handkerchief around a flashgun "to soften the light".  It doesn't work!  You lose light as it 
spreads wider from the flashgun (useful with wide angle lenses) and some might bounce 
back a bit from walls, etc. out to the side of the subject, but the shadows cast from the flash 
are unchanged.  This is because the "size" of the light source is unchanged.  You can use a 
diffuser to soften shadows, but only if it stands off from the flash so that the illuminated 
area is bigger than the flash window.  Small bounce flash reflectors only help a little. 

To visualise why the apparent size is important, consider an ant walking along a sunlit wall.  
When it comes to the shadow of a telegraph pole, it sees the depth of the shadow gradually 
increase (what used to be called a penumbra in school physics).  If the ant were to look 
towards the sun, it would see part of the sun's disc being covered by the telegraph pole, 
cutting off a corresponding fraction of the light.  As the ant moves towards the full shadow, 
more of the light is cut off.  It's easy to see that if the light source covered a bigger area of 
the sky, the pole would take longer to move across it, so the shadow would build up more 
slowly.  The shadow edges would be softer. 

So, the larger the light source looks from the subject, the softer the shadows it will cast. 

Typical light sources  

To compare the softness of light sources, it is useful to know the angle that they cover from 
the subject position.  A clear sun fills about 0.5 degree of the sky, giving the sort of shadows 
that we are used to.  In contrast to most artificial lights, we can't change this by moving 
closer or further away!  On a sunny day there is also, of course, a blue sky fill-in up to 180 
degrees wide, casting no noticeable shadows itself. 



The small pop-up accessory flash units of some cameras, when they are used at a range of 2 
metres, have an apparent size similar to that of the sun, so they will produce similar 
shadows. (Because the light is close to the lens axis, these shadows may not show much.)  If 
you move in to 1 metre from the subject, the angle will be about 1 degree, so the shadows 
will be a little bit softer.  (Many photographers intuitively expect them to be harsher.) 

A pocket flash gun's window is about 1 degree wide at a range of 2 metres, and over 2 
degrees at 1 metre.  If you fit a small bounce reflector, the light source increases to about 4 
degrees at 1 metre.  I have a small LED light panel 5 cm square, which is nearly 3 degrees 
wide when used for close-ups from 1 metre.  This is noticeably less harsh than direct 
sunlight, but if you want really soft-edged shadows, go for an umbrella or soft box.  An 850 
mm umbrella flash or white reflector at 2 metres covers 24 degrees, rising to over 45 
degrees at 1 metre, so shadow edges disappear.   

In conclusion, moving your lights closer actually softens the shadows (but beware of uneven 
lighting), and you should leave your handkerchief in your pocket. 

 


