Taking Portraits Using Natural Lighting
By Kim Hill

Hello everyone!  This is Kim Hill from CG Essentials and I’m here once again with some photography tips for you.  Today’s commentary is about using natural window light to take portraits.
Taking portraits near a window is a super cost-effective lighting method.  Under ideal circumstances, you will get a beautifully lit subject on the window side with soft shadows on the non-window side.  If you have a camera that allows you to manually meter the light, you can achieve this effect quite easily.  But most people have point-and-shoot cameras with a built-in flash nowadays.  This can make it a little trickier to get the lighting just right.

The main problem is that the window light is on just one side of your subject, causing your point-and-shoot camera to meter on the brightest area.  This means that the shadowed side will look too dark.  My suggestion is to use a reflector to bounce the light back onto your subject’s shadowed side.  You can buy a reflector from any photographic resource supplier, or you can make your own.  

Reflectors can be made a couple of ways.  One way is to buy a piece of white foam core.  This is a fairly rigid board that artists use to mount projects on.  You will want your piece to be about 36” in diameter, whether it is square or round makes no difference.  Another way to make a reflector is with aluminum foil.  If you need a make-shift reflector immediately and don’t have time to buy one, this is an easy solution.  Simply cut out the bottom of a large cardboard box and then use the aluminum foil to wrap around one side of the cardboard.
Once you have your reflector, you will need to position it properly to help balance out the shadows on your subject.  I generally position my subject in the pose that I want and then move the reflector around until I am pleased with the way the lighting looks to the naked eye.  Generally, the reflector should be positioned at a 45 degree angle to your subject so that the window light bounces off the reflector and back up onto the subject, slightly illuminating under the chin.  I will include a sketch in the show notes for you.  
I then will take a meter reading of the subject along the halfway point where the highlights and shadows meet.  With a point and shoot camera, you can’t take a meter reading.  But you can take a quick snapshot if you’re using a digital camera and see if the result is what you are looking for.
Now you will need to position your camera close to the window and angled toward the subject.  Be sure to look for catch-lights in your subject’s eyes and then take your photo. 
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If you find that the light coming through the window is too harsh, you may want to try again at a different time of day or try moving to a different window.  Another idea is to screen the light with a sheer curtain.  This will dramatically reduce the harshness without losing too much light.

I hope you will try this lighting technique and let me know how it works for you.  You can contact me through my site at www.cgessentials.com.  Have a great week everyone!!
