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Light Painting and Drawing Photography  
By Jürgen M Lobert  

In contrast to most types of photo-
graphy, where we simply freeze, 
capture and document what we see, 
light painting and drawing are truly 
creative exercises where we can add 
visual elements to a photo by recording 
the movement of lights over time.  

Light painting and drawing are typically 
night photography activities and the 
techniques follow established night 
photo concepts, although some modifi-
cations need to be considered to 
accommodate the added lights.  

Whereas the community typically calls 
all of these creations “light painting”, 
this author distinguishes light painting 
from light drawing. Painting with light 
is like painting with color: only the 
light that hits the canvas is seen, but 
the light tool is not. It is an indirect 
way of adding light to a scenery to 
either emphasize features, brighten 
deep shadows or bring out textures.  

During light drawing, on the other 
hand, the camera sees the lit tool, 
which is used to create colorful shapes 
that become the focal point or an 
intriguing compositional element of the 
photo. But, of course, both techniques 
are often applied at the same time, as 
shown  in the below example.  

Light painting and drawing photos are 
fun to make and allow the photogra-
pher to create truly distinctive images 
with abstract patterns or specific 
shapes. Each photo is a unique creation 
that cannot be exactly duplicated, 
making it rare and valuable. 

Equipment 

This being night time photography, the 
lack of light, as well as our own activity 
in front of the camera, requires a 
tripod to be used. Light paintings are 
typically in the 30 second to 8 minute 
range of exposure time, also requiring a 
programmable intervalometer or 
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remote control and manual timing. And 
most of this being done outdoors, of 
course, adequate clothing and shoe 
wear are advised, particularly when 
stepping into the water for added 
reflections and effect.  

 

A word on safety is appropriate at this 
point, to mention that uneven grounds 
and the lack of light, as well as the 
frequent inability to use flashlights to 
get around (as these would impact your 
visual light design) require an extra 
dose of common sense and awareness 
of your surroundings to avoid stumbling 
or falling in the dark.  

Wearing dark clothing is another good 
practice, so that the light painter’s 
body does not register in the exposure. 

Any bright or illuminated part (e.g., 
phone or remote control screens) will 
show up in the final image. 

For lenses, the photographer will find 
that super-wide to wide angles work 
better for this, as they will be close to 
the camera to operate it, but also 
because long lenses are more prone to 
shaking and motion through wind during 
long exposures. Fast lenses, i.e. wide 
apertures, are not required and any 
general purpose lens will work just fine 
for this, although good optical quality 
may prevent unnecessary flares caused 
by the light sources.  

 

And, of course, there is what will over 
time become an extensive collection of 
light painting tools, from simple 
flashlights to anything that lights up 
and could be used to draw a shape in 
the dark. These gadgets can be had for 
as little as $1 in toy, surplus, retail or 
online stores to dedicated tools made 

for this very purpose for hundreds of 
dollars. Creativity in making your own 
light painting tools is an added fun 
aspect for this type of photography. 

Exposure Settings 

To allow for sufficient time for your 
light creation, we typically force long 
exposures by shooting at lowest 
possible ISO sensitivity in the 100-400 
range. Low ISO also keeps noise to a 
minimum and dynamic range 
maximized, which is important to 
accommodate bright lights and resolve 
deep shadows. Depending on desired 
exposure time, apertures in the 4-5.6 
range work well. 

The goal, as in most types of 
photography, is to “expose to the right 
(ETTR)”, to stretch the histogram and 
include shadows, mid-tones and 
highlights to utilize the camera’s full 
dynamic range. Extra attention is 
needed to avoid clipping the highlights 
created by the light tool, but also avoid 
black clipping of the night time 
scenery.  

Adding Light:  Light sources  

For light painting, and to power many 
dedicated light drawing tools, just 
about any flashlight can be used one 
way or another. However, for best 
application, moderation is a good 
approach: very dim lights will often not 
be bright enough and very strong lights 

https://jmlobert.blogspot.com/2015/06/why-you-should-use-lowest-possible-iso.html
https://jmlobert.blogspot.com/2015/06/why-you-should-use-lowest-possible-iso.html
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will easily create clipping highlights. 
Flashlights with power output of 200-
1000 lumens are most suited and you 
can find a curated list of flashlight 
suggestions on Jürgen’s blog. 

 

Consider that most LED flashlights have 
a cool blue or green-ish tint to what we 
perceive as “white” light. This can be 
corrected in post-processing, but using 
the light with the correct light 
temperature makes it easier to create 
certain effects. Neutral white and 
warm white lights are best for this type 
of application.  

Light Painting: Brushing light 

Let’s use light to brush the composition 
and illuminate the scenery. Remember 
that the camera is not supposed to see 
the light source, only the light being 
applied on the surfaces.  

To avoid the light source from 
showing up in your composition, 
make sure to cover it. This is best 
done by using your own body and 
staying between light source and 
your back against the camera. 
This may require walking sideways 
or backwards, so make sure to be 
extra careful.  

Make a plan beforehand, think 
about what you want to achieve 
and which parts of the scenery 
you want to illuminate by how 
much.  

The light painting technique is mostly 
used to open up and light shadows, 
which otherwise would be too dark. 
That could be only part of the image, 
for example, in a moon-lit landscape.  

However, in some cases, as in the Down 
in the Dungeon photo to the left, the 
composition does not have any light at 

all. What can be seen here is all from 
flashlight application. This was 
achieved by using a single LED light and 
shining it from behind the side 
entrances to create shadows and 
(creepy) intrigue. As the reader can 
imagine, getting around in such very 
dark spaces makes this a slow type of 
creation.  

One other application is to emphasize 
an object or create effects with 
flashlights or gelled flashes. In the 
above image Party Bus red and blue 
flashlights were used to illuminate the 
inside of the abandoned bus. Some 
white light was applied to the outside 
and foreground, but the ambient light 
came from the moon and some nearby 
town on the horizon. 

One very important technique for good 
light painting is to get out from behind 
your camera and try to brush the light 

https://jmlobert.blogspot.com/2016/07/flashlight-recommendations-for-night_9.html
https://jmlobert.blogspot.com/2015/07/roaming-around-in-dark-few-safety.html
https://jmlobert.blogspot.com/2015/07/roaming-around-in-dark-few-safety.html
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perpendicular to the camera. When 
illuminated from behind the camera, 
the lit surface will simply be bright, but 
not show any texture. When applied 
from the side, however, the surface 
will show shadows that are not visible 
to the camera, and with that, very 
captivating texture, as is shown in the 
image below. 

 

The Element of Time:  A compo-
sitional element and a tool 

Darkness and low ISO settings force 
long exposures and one of the most 
fascinating effects of night photo-
graphy, in general, is the capturing of 
the element of time. We no longer 
freeze time with fast shutter speeds. 
Instead, we record clouds moving to 
form broad bands, water smoothing 
over to a mirror finish, cars, trains and 
airplanes creating bright streaks and 
stars forming trails in the sky.  

That recorded motion can very 
effectively be used as one of several 
compositional elements. The cloud 
streaks in the Party Bus image above 
and the star trails and smooth ocean 
waters in Orb on the Beach below are 
examples of this. Note the stark and 
intriguing shadows on the beach from 
light painting rocks and features in the 
sand, emphasized by brushing the 
flashlight very close to the ground and 
from camera left, perpendicular to the 
view point. 

Capturing the element of time is not 
only a compositional element, but is 
also a tool that light painters use to 
create these photos. When the camera 
records for 240 seconds, a person 
walking through the image (to light 
paint and draw) is only one second in 
any one spot, provided they keep 
moving. That short 
appearance is not recorded, 
especially if the person is 
dressed in dark clothing. Only 
bright spots, illuminated parts 
(phone screen!) or when you 
accidentally shine a light on 
yourself will this make you 
register in the photo. In none 
of the above photos do you 
see the photographer 
applying the lights. 

You can, however, purposely 
make yourself appear, by 
staying still for about half the 

exposure time. This is how we create 
ghosts and it is fun to send one of these 
photos to people hunting for the 
“presence of spirits” in abandoned 
buildings.  

Tips &Tricks 

Camera settings: the advice is to turn 
off anything with prefix “auto”, 
because auto-exposure (program 
automatic), auto-focus and auto white 
balance usually don’t work at night. 
Night photography needs a completely 
manual approach. 

Composition is best done through the 
view finder, it usually shows more than 
the LCD screen. On some cameras, the 
video LiveView allows you to see a lot 
when maximizing ISO, exposure time 
and aperture, but if that does not 

https://jmlobert.blogspot.com/2014/03/photo-tip-for-nikon-shooters-live.html
https://jmlobert.blogspot.com/2014/03/photo-tip-for-nikon-shooters-live.html
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work, the view finder or short images 
at extreme ISO can be used to optimize 
composition. 

Focusing at night is difficult, because 
auto-focus doesn’t work at night. You 
will need to focus by using your 
LiveView and, if needed, illuminating 
the surface you want to focus on with a 
flashlight.  

Now we need to figure out the correct 
exposure time. Once composed and 
focused, the High ISO Preview 
technique is very useful to figure out 
the required exposure time, without 
wasting a lot of time. Simply set your 
ISO to 6400 at the desired aperture, 
then figure out how many seconds you 
need to get the proper exposure (ETTR, 
expose to the right, maximizing your 
dynamic range). This is trial and error: 
1s, 2s, 4s…  

 

Once optimized, turn back to ISO 100 
and the seconds become minutes. Two 
seconds at ISO 6400 becomes 2 minutes 
at ISO 100. If that exposure time is too 
long, you can compromise with 
aperture or ISO. A 1 minute exposure in 
this example can be achieved with ISO 
200 or one stop wider aperture. 

White balance can be tricky at night, 
as it changes dramatically during civil 
and nautical twilights, the hour after 
sunset. Many people follow the 
misleading advise that white balance 
doesn’t matter if you shoot RAW file 
format, or that it is purely personal 
taste what white balance you used.  
Both notions are incorrect as explained 
in the above links. Whatever you do, 
set your white balance manually and do 
not rely on auto, the photos will either 
be too blue or too yellow/brown. 

Light Drawing: Unleash the artist 

Light drawing is one of the most cre-
ative types of photography, as the 
maker conceives some or all of the 
elements in the composition. These 
would not be there without the photo-
grapher’s activity. 

Light drawings can be a small part of a 
composition, as in the above Light Bush 
in Franklin Park. Here, the light object 
is a counterpoint to the bright moon, 
and creates a strong diagonal in the 

image, but the tree is still the main 
object.  

A different approach is to make the 
light object the main focal point in a 
photo. The Saw Tooth on the Beach 
image is a good example, where the 
light drawing is the main object, even 
though it emphasizes the textures in 
the wet sand. 

 

In contrast to the landscapes shown so 
far, one can completely isolate the 
light drawing by simply darkening the 
landscape through exposure settings 
(smaller aperture, lower ISO, brighter 
lights) or shooting in a dark location or 
studio with black background.  

My Black Light image series (below) 
does just that: lights only, no 
background. Such photos make for 
wonderful abstracts and can easily be 
done at home. 

https://jmlobert.blogspot.com/2015/01/high-iso-preview-hip.html
https://jmlobert.blogspot.com/2015/01/high-iso-preview-hip.html
https://jmlobert.blogspot.com/2014/06/the-raw-file-myth-about-white-balance.html
https://jmlobert.blogspot.com/2014/06/the-raw-file-myth-about-white-balance.html
https://jmlobert.blogspot.com/2014/06/the-raw-file-myth-about-white-balance.html
https://jmlobert.blogspot.com/2019/01/white-balance-settings-at-night.html
https://jmlobert.blogspot.com/2019/01/white-balance-settings-at-night.html
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Light drawing people is an advanced 
light painting activity. It is not easily 
done well, but fun to explore. The 
model can be illuminated to show 
subtle facial features, or employed as a 
silhouette on bright light drawings 
(below), or only indicated by outline. 

 

Whenever shooting a landscape, deter-
mine proper exposure time for the 
landscape first, then perhaps adjust it 
for the added light. The most important 

part is to finish that exposure time as 
determined through High ISO Preview, 
even if the light creation is done early. 
If the camera is turned off too early, 
the landscape will be underexposed.  

If your light paintings routinely take 
much less time than your exposure 
time, consider shortening the exposure 
by using a wider aperture or slightly 
higher ISO. However, if smooth waters 
or cloud bands are needed, or you want 
to include star trails, just keep 
shooting, perhaps back to back images.  

One advantage of doing this is that you 
can attempt your light creation in each 
frame, while the camera records star 
trails. When layering the photos in 
Photoshop, you can mask out whatever 
you don’t like and only use the drawing 
that worked out best. 

Light Writing: Getting Verbose 

Light Writing is a third technique, 
which is mentioned here for inclusion 
only. It is essentially the same as light 
drawing, the camera sees the light 
source, but the light is used to write 
legible text. That can be English, Morse 
code or ancient Egyptian, the main 
purpose being to very literally get the 
message across. This is often done with 
light tools like the Pixelstick or 
Magilight, which use hundreds of LEDs 
to display high resolution imagery. 

The 3 secrets to mastering light 

painting 

Well, these wouldn’t be secrets if we 
showed them here! You’ll just have to 
attend one of Jürgen’s presentations to 

find out.      

 

Emazing Wave out the Tunnel, an example 
where light painting (tunnel walls), light 
drawing (the wave) and recording time (star 
trails) are combined.    
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The Exploding Plasma Container is using an uni-
que orb technique, the orb is about 10 ft / 3 m 
in diameter. 

Resources & Links 

Books and Websites 

• Lance Keimig, Night Photography 
& Light Painting: Finding Your 
Way in the Dark. 

• Many groups on Facebook and 
Instagram, search for “light 
painting” 

• David Gilliver, Light Painting 
eBook 

• Troy Paiva, The Lost America 
Technique. 

Light Painting Tools 

• Jason Page: LightPaintingBrushes 

• Darren Pearson: the NightWriter 
tool 

• Amazon.com: flashlights, toys & 
much more  

• Jürgen’s blog for ideas and more 
links. 
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