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Vignetting, also known as “light fall-off” is common in optics and photography, which in simple 
terms means darkening of image corners when compared to the center. Vignetting is either 
caused by optics, or is purposefully added in post-processing in order to draw the viewer’s eye 
away from the distractions in the corner, towards the center of the image. Depending on the 
type and cause of vignetting, it can be gradual or abrupt. There are a number of causes of 
optical vignetting – it can naturally occur in all lenses, or can be caused or increased/intensified 
due to use of external tools such as filters, filter holders and lens hoods. 
 
Types of Vignetting 

As I have already pointed out in the introduction of this article, there are different types of 
vignetting that one might encounter when taking pictures or viewing images. Some types of 
vignetting are naturally caused by the optical design of lenses, others can occur when using 
third party accessories such as filters and extended hoods and some are artificially added by 
the photographer in post-production. 

Optical Vignetting 

Optical vignetting naturally occurs in all lenses. Depending on the optical design and 
construction of the lens, it can be quite strong on some lenses, while being barely noticeable on 
others. Still, vignetting occurs on most modern lenses, especially on prime / fixed lenses with 
very large apertures. There are two causes for this. First, at the widest apertures, the light than 
enters the lens is partially blocked by the lens barrel, as indicated by the below diagram: 

Due to the length of the lens barrel and its relative 
size of the front and back frames, peripheral light 
rays that travel at extreme angles are partially 
blocked. As a result, the light that reaches the 
image plane at such angles decreases in 
brightness towards the extreme corners of the 
frame. Note that such vignetting is mostly evident 
at large apertures, since it is the physical lens 
barrel that mostly blocks the peripheral light from 
the front and back of the lens barrel. 
 

 



Artificial Vignetting 

Vignetting is not always a nuisance or a problem. In some cases, the effect of vignetting can be 
pleasing to the eyes of the viewer, drawing attention away from the corners of the frame, 
towards the center of the image. In fact, some photographers tend to leave optical vignetting in 
images without correcting it, while others specifically add vignetting or increase its effect during 
post-processing. Vignetting can be easily added in both Lightroom and Photoshop. Here are 
some examples of vignetting that was specifically added to photographs, to draw the attention 
of the viewer towards the main subject in the frame: 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

To Vignette or Not to Vignette? 

To vignette or not to vignette? It depends on whether it is optical vignetting or vignetting caused 
by use of accessories. When photographing living beings and other life, I often end up leaving 
optical vignetting in images, since they tend to produce images with more depth. In some cases, 
as I have shown above, I sometimes intentionally add vignetting to draw the attention of the 
viewer to the subject in the frame. For landscape and architectural photography, photographers 
usually get rid of vignetting, to help the viewer to focus on the entire image, rather than on parts 
of it. As you take pictures and work on your images, I would recommend to experiment with 
vignetting. See how your lenses vignette and decide if that’s something you want to keep or get 
rid of. If vignetting is too light, try to add more via your favorite post-processing tool and see 
how it turns out. I would not recommend to apply heavy amounts of vignetting and I certainly 
would not recommend to apply anything other than the black color. Some people like to use 
white or other colors for gradual vignetting and I am yet to see an image that turned out good as 
a result. And if heavy vignetting is caused by an accessory, it is always a good idea to remove it 
during post-processing. Unfortunately, no lens profile will be able to cure that, so it might be 
best to simply chop off the image corners by cropping the image. 

 


