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When a musical piece is too simple we 
tend not to like it, finding it trivial. 
When it is too complex, we tend not to 
like it, finding it unpredictable – we 
don’t perceive it to be grounded in 
anything familiar. Music, or any art 
form for that matter, has to strike the 
right balance between simplicity and 
complexity for us to like it.

This is Your Brain on Music
Daniel Levitin
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navigate through an image 
bring about a sense of emotion 
add mystery in a moment 
And, cause us to strongly dislike an image 
which we would otherwise find appealing.



the desire to make sense of our surroundings.  
find a cognitive match in our memory to help us 
interpret and understand the new environment.



We want the environment to be interesting, to 
invite us to explore and engage, and give us a 
sense of complexity and mystery. This 
underlying purpose of involvement makes some 
photographs seem exciting rather than just 
plain weird or overwhelming, or just too 
uninteresting to us.



Coherence is critical, but a photograph that is completely 
coherent but overly simplistic fails to provide the 
stimulation and involvement that we desire. Complexity in the 
photograph relates to our innate desire to engage, to be 
active participants. This cognitive link between complexity 
and preference also occurs in the realm of music 
appreciation. In his excellent book, This is Your Brain on Music, 
Levitin writes: 



coherence and complexity.  
Coherence relates to our ability to make sense 
of the photograph – does the photograph 
provide us with cues that enable proper 
interpretation? Are there enough familiar 
elements in the photograph that allow us to 
make mental matches to our prior experiences? 
If we are able to quickly make sense of a 
photograph that is coherent, then the 
likelihood that we will develop a positive 
preference for the photograph increases.



“It is also important that a texture or brightness in the 
photograph is associated with something important going on 
in the scene. In other words, something that draws one’s 
attention within the scene should turn out to be an 
important object or boundary. . . If what draws one’s 
attention and what is worth looking at turn out to be 
different properties, then the scene lacks coherence.”  
So a brightness emphasis that helps to make sense of an 
environment increases its coherence, making it a more 
pleasant photograph. Conversely, brightness that is 
unrelated to anything important in the photograph creates a 
lack of coherence, makes it more difficult to properly make 
sense of it, and thereby reduces a person’s preference for 
the photograph.



making it a more pleasant space. Conversely, a change in brightness that is unrelated to anything 
important in the visual scene creates a lack of coherence, makes it more difficult to properly make 
sense of the space, and thereby reduces a person’s preference for the space.

Coherence is critical, but a space that is completely coherent but overly simplistic fails to provide 
the stimulation and involvement that we desire. Complexity in the environment relates to our 
innate desire to engage, to be active participants with our environment. This cognitive link 
between complexity and preference also occurs in the realm of music appreciation. In his 
excellent book, This is Your Brain on Music, Levitin writes:
“When a musical piece is too simple we tend not to like it, finding it trivial. When it is too 
complex, we tend not to like it, finding it unpredictable – we don’t perceive it to be grounded in 
anything familiar. Music, or any art form for that matter, has to strike the right balance between 
simplicity and complexity for us to like it.”
Apparently, our desire for a certain level of complexity holds true for a wide range of stimuli, 
whether a musical piece or an architectural environment. We desire coherent environments that 
we can easily interpret, while at the same time we desire an appropriate level of complexity to 
keep us interested.



emotion.
• SETUP FIVE 

Intrigue Lighting 
By placing a single back light high above and between the two talents, you create yet another 
mood. Again the mood of loneliness or danger can be portrayed or perhaps forbidden love. 
The single light acts like a street light in some lonely corner of the world. If you add some 
fog to the mix, you will have a decidedly powerful lighting setup.

• SETUP SIX 
Silhouette Lighting  
Taking the theme we have created one step further, think silhouette. This adds a sense of 
danger, forbidden romance or maintaining a secret identity. For this setup to be effective, you 
have to make sure that no spill light is reflected onto the talent. Point a single light at the set 
behind your talent, lighting the background while leaving them in shadow.



light source (normally the sun in the sky, but it could be a flash in a studio or a window indoors) 
and if the light source is strong whatever is in the foreground will be silhouetted or semi-
silhouetted.
Another approach is to expose for the foreground, and the background will be overexposed. Two 
different techniques, two different types of mood.
A third approach is to shoot a backlit portrait and use flash to light your subject from the front or 
side. This technique is used when you don’t want to overexpose the background too much and 
still show detail in your subject’s face.

For the most part, it's the location of the light that is most important.

we can add legibility by balancing flash with the ambient light.

And the result looks as if the camera was recording the scene the way our eye sees it, instead of 
how a camera sees it. And that phychological translation is an important concept for a lighting 
photographer.

http://strobist.blogspot.com/2006/03/lighting-101-balancing-flash-and.html

