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Composition 

& exposure 

... 

Some advanced 

techniques 

... 



High-key, low-key 

• What do we mean by high-key  

and low-key photos? 

• These are examples.  

What distinguishes them  

as high-key or low-key? 

 



High-key 

• High-key photos are 

mostly highlight.  

• The subject matter is 

revealed in the parts that 

are not rendered as white.  



High-key 

• High-key technique is 

often used in fashion 

shoots and portraits. 



High-key 

• Please don’t buy into the 

trap that a high-key image 

is just overexposed. 

• Overexposing a light 

subject, will produce a 

high-key picture. But 

that’s not the intent.  



High-key 

• Please don’t buy into the 

trap that a high-key image 

is just overexposed. 

• Overexposing a light 

subject, will produce a 

high-key picture. But 

that’s not the intent.  

• The high-key technique 

has the ability to be much 

more subtle, and much 

more useful.  



High-key 

• Recommendations: 

• The key to successful high-key work is working with flat and 

generous lighting while avoiding the use of dark clothes, 

trimmings or props.  

• With flat lighting you work with overall shapes and large forms, 

rather than fiddle about with texture and fine detail. 



High-key 
• Recommendations: 

• Choose a subject that is bright to 

begin with. Remember, the outline 

of the subject is going to be the 

shadows it creates.  

• You will want to overexpose, 

rather than underexpose, but only 

to keep the highlights bright, not to 

“blow them out.”  

• As always, bracketing can be 

useful.  



High-key 

• When looking at a high-key picture, you will probably notice two 

things right away (other than the happy-happy-joy-joy mood of 

the picture). The first thing is that the picture is bright.  

Yes, to create a high key image you need to set your 

exposure levels to high values. You will want to watch out, 

though not to over expose. 
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exposure levels to high values. You will want to watch out, 

though not to over expose. 

• The other noticeable feature of high-key images is the lack of 
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it is almost even across the scene. Again, choosing your 

exposure is critical. 



High-key 

• When looking at a high-key picture, you will probably notice two 

things right away (other than the happy-happy-joy-joy mood of 

the picture). The first thing is that the picture is bright.  

Yes, to create a high key image you need to set your 

exposure levels to high values. You will want to watch out, 

though not to over expose. 

• The other noticeable feature of high-key images is the lack of 

contrast. In addition for the tone being bright, you will notice that 

it is almost even across the scene. Again, choosing your 

exposure is critical. 

• You will also notice a lack of real “shadows” in these pictures. 

Again, the image is revealed in what is not white.  



Low-key 

• Low-key photos are also 

based on shadows, or at 

least, the darks.  

• However, most of the 

image is dark and the 

subject is revealed in the 

highlights.  

• Just as with high-key, this 

is often a popular studio 

technique. But it doesn’t 

have to be limited to the 

studio.  



Low-key 

• Low-key photos can be 

called “black on black,”  

but that description 

oversimplifies low-key 

photography.  

 

• In low-key photographs,  

all the details are 

distinguishable and light 

zones are always bright. 

 

• Such pictures are often 

moody, sensual or creative. 



Low-key 

• Low-key photos  

almost always feature 

high contrast – that is 

the range of tones from 

dark to light will be really 

great. Really dark darks 

and bright highlights. 

• This doesn’t have to be a 

bad thing, as long as you 

do not lose detail in the 

highlights.  



Low-key 

• People make great  

low-key subjects. 

• To photograph people in 

low-key, choose a 

relatively dark situation, 

and keep your lighting 

simple and directional.  

• Window light works well 

for this, or even an open 

garage door, like the 

photograph at right. 

• Concentrate on getting 

the highlights in the face 

correct. 



Low-key 

• Simplicity is best when 

working in low-key. 

• One subject on a clean 

background.  

• You can, but you don’t 

have to silhouette the 

subject.  



Mood 

• High-key, low-key photos 

can be used to express 

mood . 

• Usually, high-key images 

are considered happy. 

They convey positive 

emotions. 

• Low Key images are 

darker and present drama 

or tension. 


