
 

The Qualities and  Functions of Stage Lighting 
 

Lighting for the stage involves manipulating the four major Controllable Qualities of light; Intensity, 

Color, Direction and Movement; to influence the four functions of stage lighting listed below. All 

these factors work hand in hand to create the final atmosphere intended by the Director of the 

play. Lighting adds so much more to a professional piece and is integral to the storytelling. 

Four Controllable Qualities of Light 

● INTENSITY: The intensity (brightness) of a light source can vary from near total darkness to 

painfully bright. This can be used to show time of day, passage of time, beginning and end of 

scenes etc. 

● COLOUR: Nearly any colour you can think of can be created through the use of lighting gels or 

electronic means- LED lanterns have a wider range of colours. Colour can be a major player in 

creating a mood. However, the lighting designer must be careful in choosing colours so that 

they coordinate with the colours chosen for costumes and set pieces as well, the theme. 

● DIRECTION: This is the area from which the light approaches the stage. This is a major 

contributor to the function of modeling/ imaging. Light can come from below, directly above or 

anywhere in between. They can also originate from in front of the actors, behind them or off to 

a side. Each combination of directions has its unique effect on the highlights and shadows 

produced. 

● MOVEMENT: refers to the changing in the lights whether it be a change in intensity, color or 

direction of origin. Basically, any changing of the lighting. 

Functions of Stage Lighting 

● VISIBILITY: Actor’s eyes, mouth, body. Visibility is the primary function of stage lighting: making 

sure the audience can see the part(s) of the stage that the director and/or the lighting designer 

want them to see. 

● ATMOSPHERE: Lighting is used to set and control the Mood/ Atmosphere, location, weather, 

time etc.  To achieve this, Lighting Designers have to consider the following elements; 

INTENSITY, CONTRAST, ANGLE, COLOUR, TIMING, MOVEMENT  and TEXTURE  

● IMAGE: Selective visibility, stage picture. Selective Focus/ Visibility is the function of "forcing" 

the audience to look where it is desired for them to look through the use of high/low intensity 

and changes in intensity. For example, focusing on a character at the front of the stage means 

the audience cannot see the rest of the stage behind them. 

● NARRATIVE: Just like controlling the atmosphere, lighting can also be used to tell the story and 

control the flow of events through lighting changes. e.g. time passing and scene changes. The 

modeling function includes creating a realistic (or intentionally non-realistic) view of the world 

of the play. Through the use of the placement of the lights, you can create different types of 

highlights and shadows on the actors, props and set pieces. GOBOS can be used to create a 

range of backdrops. 

The lighting department also has other elements that they can use to enhance the functions mentioned 

above. These include the use of  SMOKE ,HAZE & DRY ICE, FANS & WIND, PYROTECHNICS, PROJECTIONS, 

and STAR CLOTHS. 

 

 

 



 

QUESTIONS 

1. What are the four controllable qualities of light? 

2. What 2 effects does the variation of Light Intensity have on the performance? 

3. How does light help with storytelling? Give an example. 
4. What elements do Designers use to control the Atmosphere in a play? (List at least 4) 

5. Based on the list of elements that Lighting Designers have to enhance lighting effect- use 

the internet to describe what the following mean, how they can be used on stage and add 

a picture?  

a. SMOKE  

b. HAZE & DRY ICE 

c. PYROTECHNICS 

d. PROJECTIONS 

e. STAR CLOTHS 

 

  

 

 


