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IN T R O D U C T IO N
 

From  m y photographic beginnings, w ay back in 1970, I have been fascinated by the
subject of exposure. D espite the m assive am ount of technology that has influenced
photography over the past 40-plus years, photographers still struggle w ith exposure. For
m any, exposure continues to be all about light‍ and the lack of light. B ut in m y m ind, it is
a m uch deeper topic. W hile yes, it is of param ount im portance that photographers
understand the sim ple m ath involved in f-stops, shutter speeds, and ISO , it‒s also critical
that they understand the difference betw een a correct exposure and a creatively and thus
deliberately correct exposure.

In this, m y latest book on exposure, I present a condensed guide to conquering the m ost
com m on exposure problem s. These are the confusing situations that m y students and
readers have com plained about for years‍ all clearly explained w ith easy-to-understand
solutions so that you can im pose your creative w ill on any photographic scenario. A s in
m any of m y other books, I‒ve offered num erous before-and-after im ages that show  the
correct exposure com pared to the incorrect exposure. W hat sets this ebook apart from  m y
previous books, how ever, is a series of em bedded video tutorials. These online videos
show  m e discussing the problem s and dem onstrating the solutions. You can w itness the
correct exposure solutions unfolding right before your eyes!

I hope you find this book both useful and entertaining. R em em ber, photography is fun!
You shouldn‒t be intim idated aw ay from  pursuing your creative inspiration just because an
exposure situation is a little tricky. H opefully, w ith the help of this book, you can reclaim
your artistic vision and becom e the photographer you‒ve alw ays w anted to be, regardless
of the exposure situation throw n at you.



 
70‌200m m  lens, f/11 for 4 seconds

 



 
16‌35m m  lens, f/22 for 1/15 sec.

 





 



O N E  O F T H E  M O ST C O N FU SIN G  C O N C E PT S for photo enthusiasts is the
difference betw een a quantitatively correct exposure and a creatively correct exposure.
You m ight think that as long as your light m eter indicates a correct exposure at a certain
exposure setting, then you‒re in good shape. A nd on one level, you‒d be correct. Your
light m eter tells you the correct quantitative value for a properly exposed im age.
Technically, a correct exposure is nothing m ore than the quantitative value of an aperture
and shutter speed w orking together w ithin the confines of a specific ISO . This is the case
w hether you‒re in Program  m ode, Shutter Priority m ode, A perture Priority m ode, or even
m anual m ode. H ow ever, if you blindly follow  your light m eter‒s advice, you‒re giving up
creative control over your im age. M aybe you w ant to em phasize a certain part of the
com position and blur out the rest. M aybe you w ant to express a sense of m otion. M aybe
you w ant to capture a fun lighting effect. M aybe you w ant to expand your depth of field
for a dram atic sense of place. The options are nearly endless if you consider the creatively
correct exposure.

A  creatively correct exposure is the ideal com bination of aperture and shutter speed for the
artistic effect you w ant to produce. M ost picture-taking situations have at least six
com binations of f-stops and shutter speeds that w ill yield a quantitatively correct
exposure. B ut typically, only one or tw o of these com binations w ill give you a creatively
correct exposure. This entire book is about choosing the creatively correct exposure for
different shooting scenarios. In this opening section, w e‒ll start w ith the tw o m ost basic
approaches to setting up a com position: storytelling exposures (deep depth of field) and
single-them e exposures (shallow  depth of field). You can apply m any of the principles of
these tw o exposure types to all of the other special effects you‒ll learn later in the book.

 
16‌35m m  lens, f/22 for 1/250 sec., N ikon SB-900 flash

 





H O W  TO  M A ST E R  D E E P D E PT H -O F-FIE L D  IM A G E S

 



T H E  C H A L L E N G E

 
In m y other books, I‒ve discussed w hat I call ―storytelling exposures.‖ Storytelling
exposures are, quite sim ply, im ages that tell a story. Like all good stories, these im ages
have a beginning (the foreground subject), a m iddle (the m iddle-ground subject), and an
end (the background subject). To bring all these elem ents into your com position, you w ant
the m axim um  possible depth of field so that everything in your fram e is in sharp focus.
Storytelling exposures are basic building blocks of good narrative photography, but they
confound m any people w ho are unsure w here to place em phasis w ithin the com position.
You m ight also w onder w here to place your focus to achieve this effect.



T H E  SO L U T IO N

 
W hen using a digital cam era w ith a full-fram e sensor, m ost experienced photographers
choose w ide-angle zoom  lenses (14‌24m m , 16‌35m m , 17‌35m m ) to shoot storytelling
com positions. If using a digital cam era w ith a partial-fram e sensor, try the 11‌17m m
range. W ide-angle zoom s are popular because they typically include the full range of focal
lengths you‒ll need for a storytelling im age. O ccasionally, you m ight w ant to try a
m oderate telephoto (75‌120m m ) or one of the ―norm al‖ focal lengths (45‌60m m ),
depending on w hat you w ant to feature in your im age. B ut regardless of the lens choice,
there is one constant w hen m aking a storytelling com position: a very sm all aperture of
f/22, or even f/32.

N ow , there m ay be naysayers out there w ho w ill insist that using a sm all aperture is a bad
idea. They believe that shooting at these sm all apertures costs you sharpness, contrast,
even color. H ow ever, I‒m  joined by an arm y of experienced photographers urging you to
turn a deaf ear to these protests. If you do, you w ill create som e of the m ost intim ate
landscapes and cityscapes you can im agine. You‒ll also experience the joy of sharpness
from  the up-close-and-personal distance of 14 inches all the w ay to infinity!

W hen you insist on not using sm all apertures yet still attem pt to record intim ate
landscapes, your storytelling com position w ill lose the vital ―beginning‖ of your story
thanks to a lack of sharpness in your foreground. It‒s like a story w ithout an opening
paragraph. You w ill never record a depth of field from  14 inches to infinity at f/8 or f/11
w hen using a 12‌16m m  crop factor w ide-angle lens, or if using a focal length from  17 to
24m m  w ith a full-fram e cam era. Let m e repeat that: You w ill never accom plish a depth of
field from  14 inches to infinity at f/8 or f/11 w ith any D SLR !

The next im portant question is, w here the heck do you focus? Let‒s say you are
photographing a pastoral scene of a barn in a w heat field. If you focus on the stalks of
w heat in the foreground, the barn (m iddle ground) and sky (background) w ill be out of
focus. If you focus on the barn and sky, the w heat stalks w ill be out of focus. The solution
is sim ple: don‒t focus on anything in your com position. That‒s right: don‒t focus. Instead,
preset the focus via the depth-of-field scale or distance settings on your lens (see below  for
explanations of these lens settings). N ow , w hen I say ―don‒t focus,‖ w hat I m ean is, don‒t
com pose your scene and then focus on a point w ithin the com position. For a storytelling
exposure w ith m axim um  depth of field, you w ant to set your aperture first, then reference
the corresponding distance indicated by your depth-of-field scale or distance setting. W ith
a sm all aperture (big f-stop num ber) like f/22, your area of sharp focus w ill extend from  a
near point to infinity, so there‒s no need to focus on anything else in your com position.
You just need to set your focus for that near point, and it w ill extend indefinitely. Then
sim ply recom pose w ith your preset focal range, and shoot!

So how  do you use a depth-of-field scale, or distance settings? Single-focal-length lenses
have a depth-of-field scale that m akes it easy to preset your focus for a given scene. A
depth-of-field scale has your lens apertures on the bottom  and a series of distances, given
in feet and m eters, on the top, including a sym bol for infinity. Sim ply select an aperture,
then look at the corresponding distance m arks on the scale. There are tw o m arks for every



aperture, w hich line up w ith tw o distances on the top of the scale‍ a near point and a far
point. These near and far points are your range of focus, or depth of field. Everything
betw een these distances w ill be in sharp focus. Everything outside them  w ill be blurry. For
exam ple, an aperture of f/22 m ight line up w ith 3 feet (1 m eter) on one side and infinity on
the other, m eaning your depth of field w ill reach from  3 feet on the close end to infinity on
the far end. There‒s no need to focus on anything w ithin this range because it w ill all be
sharp. This depth of field is ideal for a storytelling im age.

These days, how ever, m ost photographers skip the single-focal-length lenses in favor of
w ide-angle zoom  lenses. Zoom s offer great quality and a bigger bang for your buck, but
there is a trade-off: they don‒t have depth-of-field scales. They do, how ever, have distance
settings, w hich, sim ilar to depth-of-field scales, allow  you to preset the depth of field
before taking your shot. Since storytelling com positions rely on m axim um  depth of field,
set your aperture to f/22 and then align a specific distance‍ 3 feet (1 m eter) or 6 feet (2
m eters), depending on the focal length you are using. You‒ll find these num bers above the
distance-setting m ark on your lens. A t this aperture, if you set your focus to the near point
(either 3 feet or 6 feet, as m entioned above), your depth of field w ill extend from  that
point all the w ay to infinity. So, again, there‒s no need to focus on anything in your
com position. Everything betw een your near point (3 or 6 feet) and infinity w ill be tack
sharp.

W ith all of this in m ind, here is m y foolproof form ula for setting up storytelling
com positions w ith a w ide-angle zoom  lens w hen you w ant as m uch front-to-back
sharpness as possible.

Your first step: Turn off autofocus!

If you‒re using a cam era w ith a ―crop factor‖ and a lens w ith a 75-degree angle of view
(18m m  on a digital 18‌55m m  zoom  lens), set the aperture to f/22 and then focus on
som ething approxim ately 6 feet (2 m eters) from  the lens. R esist the tem ptation to focus
tow ard infinity and leave your focus set to that 3- or 6-foot m ark recom m ended above.
Trust m e, everything w ithin this focus range w ill be sharp.

N ext, if you‒re in m anual exposure m ode, adjust your shutter speed until a correct
exposure is indicated. Then shoot. If you‒re in A perture Priority m ode, sim ply shoot, since
the cam era w ill set the shutter speed for you. Your resulting depth of field w ill extend
from  about 3 feet (1 m eter) to infinity. N ow  you‒re ready to shoot!

If you‒re using a 12‌24m m  digital w ide-angle zoom  lens and a focal length betw een
12m m  and 16m m , set the lens to f/22, focus on som ething 3 feet (1 m eter) aw ay, and
repeat the final step m entioned above. Your resulting depth of field w ill be approxim ately
14 inches to infinity.

For those of you shooting w ith full-fram e digital sensors and a focal length betw een 14
and 24m m , sim ply focus on som ething 3 feet (1 m eter) aw ay, set your aperture to f/22, and
proceed as above. The resulting depth of field w ill again be 14 inches to infinity.

If you‒re shooting w ith a focal length of 25m m  to 28m m  on a full-fram e cam era, you m ust
set the focus distance to 6 feet (2 m eters). This w ill yield a depth of field from  3 feet to
infinity.





V ID E O : U N D E R STA N D IN G  T H E  D ISTA N C E  SC A L E

 

―There is video content at this location that is not currently supported for your
eR eading device. The caption for this content is displayed below .‖

 
Take a look as I show  you how  to set your distance using the distance scale. (0:38)

 
These three im ages w ere all shot w ith the sam e lens, from  the sam e point of view , and at
the sam e exposure in term s of quantitative value, but w ith different apertures and focusing
distances.

In the first im age, I focused closely on the starfish and used an aperture of f/11. This
exposure does not render a sharp background; the lighthouse and rocky bluff are out of
focus. In the second im age, I kept the aperture at f/11 but focused on the lighthouse,
causing the foreground starfish to be out of focus. O nly the third im age renders both the
starfish and the lighthouse com pletely sharp because I shot at f/22 w ith the focus preset to
3 feet (1 m eter). A nd therein lies the key to effective storytelling com positions!



 
H ere the background is out of focus.

17‌35m m  lens at 20m m , f/11 for 1/125 sec., focused at 2 feet

 



 
T his tim e the starfish is out of focus.

17‌35m m  lens at 20m m , f/11 for 1/125 sec., focused at infinity

 



 
A t f/22, the entire scene is sharply in focus.

17‌35m m  lens at 20m m , f/22 for 1/30 sec., focused at 3 feet

 
 



Fortunately, this w ell-lit ram p, w hich leads one from  the large m osque back tow ard the
city of D oha, Q atar, w as free of traffic w hen I m ade this photograph. A s a result, I w as
able to set the cam era and tripod low  to the ground, placing em phasis on one of the m any
dom ed lights protruding from  the ram p. The repeating pattern of lights suggests depth, and
the resulting line leads the eye tow ard the distant city skyline. C om positions of this type
need a deep depth of field and, as such, an aperture of f/22 w as vital.

 
16‌35m m  lens, f/22 for 8 seconds

 
 





H O W  TO  G E T M A X IM U M  D E PT H  O F FIE L D  W IT H  A
T E L E PH O TO  L E N S

 



T H E  C H A L L E N G E

 
W hen shooting w ith a telephoto lens, m any photographers are confounded by the
challenge of achieving a deep depth of field. A  telephoto lens by its very design cannot
encom pass both an extrem e foreground and an infinite background in the sam e
com position. This is because the lens has a narrow er angle of view  w hen com pared to a
w ide-angle lens. B ut great photo opportunities don‒t just adapt them selves to the lens you
happen to have w ith you. If you‒re out w ith only your telephoto and a striking landscape
im age unfolds before you, you‒ll probably w ant to capture it w ith as m uch depth of field
as possible. You m ay w onder if there is a foolproof form ula for getting m axim um  front-to-
back sharpness w hen using a telephoto lens.



T H E  SO L U T IO N

 
A fter com posing a telephoto scene, stop the lens dow n to f/22 (or f/32 if your lens allow s
it). A s you look through the view finder, adjust your focus until you have focused on a
point about one-third of the w ay into the scene (autofocus m ust be turned off). Then you
are ready to shoot.

Just so there is no confusion, I w ant to stress w hat is m eant by a ―deep depth of field‖ w ith
a m oderate telephoto lens, such as a 100m m  lens. This focal length is capable of
delivering a depth of field of approxim ately 30 feet to infinity w hen shot at the sm all
aperture of f/32. O bviously, this is a far cry from  the 3 feet to infinity you can achieve
w ith a w ide-angle lens. A lso, telephotos don‒t offer the w ide and sw eeping ―vision‖ of
w ide-angle lenses, about 75 to 104 degrees. Your 100m m  lens offers a m uch narrow er, 22-
degree angle of view .



A U D IO  T IP: U SIN G  F/32

 
A udio elem ent not supported.

 
If your telephoto offers the option of f/32, em brace it! Just m ake sure the slow er shutter speed doesn‒t com prom ise

your overall im age.

 
Im agine m y surprise w hen I cam e upon this field of poppies in B avaria, G erm any, several
years ago. A lthough I did not see any cow s nearby, it w as obvious w hich side of the fence
the cow s w ere allow ed to graze. M y attraction to this landscape w as, of course, the
contrast betw een the tw o fields‍ the explosion of poppies in the one field and the bare
green, low -grow ing grass in the other. The m eandering line of the fence also em phasizes
the w him sical nature of this com position. Since I w anted to record sharpness front to back,
I needed the sm allest of apertures, w hich is f/32 on the N ikkor 70‌300m m  lens I w as
using.

W ith m y cam era and lens on a tripod, and after turning off autofocus, I m anually
prefocused the lens roughly one-third of the w ay into the scene. W ith m y aperture set to
f/32, and w hile fram ing the scene you see here, I adjusted m y shutter speed until 1/15 sec.
indicated a correct exposure. Fortunately, the air w as still, so I did not have to w ait for any
breeze to die dow n. W ith the aid of m y cable release, I fired off several fram es. A t f/32,
the front-to-back sharpness is perfect.

 
70‌300m m  lens, f/32 for 1/15 sec.

 



 





H O W  TO  M A ST E R  SH A L L O W  D E PT H -O F-FIE L D
IM A G E S

 



T H E  C H A L L E N G E

 
In singular-them e com positions, the goal is to lim it your area of sharp focus to a particular
part of the fram e, letting all other portions of the com position fade to soft focus. W hen
you selectively focus on one subject, the blurry background and/or foreground calls
further attention to the in-focus subject. This is a standard visual law  often referred to as
visual w eight: w hatever is in focus is understood by the brain to be of greatest im portance.

People portraits are good candidates for singular-them e com positions, as are flow ers or
any other subject you‒d like to single out from  the rest of the scene. The principle here is
called selective focus, and it‒s entirely dependent on your aperture choice. W hile these
types of exposures aren‒t difficult, the proper application of selective focus can be
challenging because you have only a narrow  depth of field to w ork w ith. If you place your
sharp focus in the w rong part of the com position, you com pletely change the im pact of the
im age, and m anipulating that narrow  range of focus can take practice. A lso, m any
photographers have been stum ped because they tried to com bine the w rong lens w ith the
w rong aperture, m aking the task nearly im possible.



T H E  SO L U T IO N

 
Producing a strong singular-them e com position is as sim ple as choosing the right lens,
selecting the right aperture, and focusing on the right part of the com position. Since
telephoto lenses have a narrow  angle of view  and inherently shallow  depth of field, they
are often the lens of choice for singular-them e com positions. W hen you use a large
aperture (f/2.8, f/4, or f/5.6) w ith a telephoto lens, you get an especially shallow  depth of
field.

The key is to understand your lim ited depth of field. U nlike the storytelling com positions
show n here, singular-them e com positions don‒t have an area of sharp focus that extends
from  a few  feet to infinity. The larger your aperture (sm aller f-stop num ber), the narrow er
your depth of field. In a singular-them e com position taken w ith a large aperture on a
telephoto lens, your entire span of sharp focus can be as sm all as a few  inches, though in
m ost cases it w ill be a few  feet deep. The trick is placing this area of sharp focus exactly
w here you w ant it. To do this, adjust your focus back and forth until you‒ve placed the
depth of field in the ideal location. A s you tw ist your focus ring, areas of your fram e w ill
alternately go blurry and sharp. W hen that area of sharp focus lands on your intended spot,
you‒re ready to click the shutter.

A s you becom e m ore aw are of your lens‒s ability to em phasize a subject‒s im portance
through selective focus, start seeking out backgrounds of color blocks, like a w all of
graffiti, that w hen rendered out of focus w ill further em phasize the in-focus subject. A s a
general rule, w hen shooting a sim ple portrait against a background such as a colorful w all
of graffiti, I bring m y in-focus subject at least 20 feet aw ay from  the w all w hen using a
200m m  focal length and at least 15 feet aw ay w hen using a 300m m  focal length. A t this
distance, the background quickly becom es m uted and out of focus w hen shot at apertures
of f/2.8 to f/5.6. It‒s also im portant to note that both your focused subject and the
background need to be under the sam e lighting conditions (overcast, frontlight, sidelight,
and so on) to capture both under the sam e exposure value.

T IP: C L E A N IN G  U P T H E  B A C K G R O U N D
Selective focus can also be useful w hen you w ant to blur out distracting background
elem ents for a cleaner overall com position. Let‒s say you‒re m aking a portrait of your
daughter, but you‒re faced w ith less-than-ideal background elem ents. D on‒t let this stop
you! A ffix your telephoto lens, open up your aperture, focus precisely on your daughter,
and let everything else go blurry. C olors and objects w ill blend into one another, m uch like
a painted backdrop, giving you an attractive, clean canvas for your portrait.



 
Selective focus keeps the em phasis on your subject rather than on the background.

70‌300m m  lens, f/6.3 for 1/500 sec.

 
 

Let‒s look at these tw o portraits of Sharon, a young w om an I photographed in O ld San
Juan, Puerto R ico. B oth of these exposures are quantitatively correct, yet there is a clear
visual difference in the background. In the first exam ple, note the distracting w ires behind
Sharon‒s right shoulder. In the second exam ple, the w ires have m agically disappeared. D id
I clone them  out w ith the aid of Photoshop? O f course not! I sim ply used a different
com bination of aperture and shutter speed that resulted in a vastly reduced depth of field. I
shot the first photo at f/16 for 1/60 sec. and the second at f/4 for 1/1000 sec. B oth
exposures are the sam e in term s of their quantitative value but vastly different, as w e can
clearly see, in their visual w eight.



 
A n aperture of f/16 left a distracting background.

70‌300m m  lens, f/16 for 1/60 sec.

 

 
A t f/4, the blurred background keeps the focus on the subject.

70‌300m m  lens, f/4 for 1/1000 sec.

 
 



I once heard that if you pour beer instead of w ater into the base of a hollyhock flow er, it
w ill grow  an additional 12 inches overnight. I have never tried this, but judging by the
height of this particular hollyhock, found in a sm all village in France, it m ust have
received an entire six-pack the night before! Fortunately for m e, this 12-foot high
hollyhock w as grow ing right next to a sm all flight of stairs. I clim bed alm ost to the top of
the plant and used m y N ikkor 24‌85m m  lens to fram e it against a house in the
background. To isolate the flow er, I com bined a close-focus point of view  w ith a large lens
opening.

 
24‌85m m  lens, f/4 for 1/500 sec.

 
 





V ID E O : M A ST E R IN G  SH A L L O W  D E PT H  O F FIE L D

 

―There is video content at this location that is not currently supported for your
eR eading device. The caption for this content is displayed below .‖

 
W atch as I ruin a perfectly good flow er portrait by choosing the w rong aperture. (1:35)

 





H O W  TO  U SE  T H E  D E PT H -O F-FIE L D  PR E V IE W
B U T TO N

 



T H E  C H A L L E N G E

 
The depth-of-field preview  button can be invaluable w hen determ ining the best aperture
choice for singular-them e com positions. It offers you a preview  of the depth of field you
can expect based on the aperture you‒ve selected. Sim ply select an aperture and then press
the depth-of-field preview  button.

B ut is it that sim ple? A lthough the depth-of-field preview  button is ostensibly easy to use,
it can be initially confusing. H ave you tried pressing the button and everything just goes
dark?



T H E  SO L U T IO N

 
To understand the depth-of-field preview  button, try this exercise:

1. A ttach a 70m m  or longer lens to your cam era.

2. Set your aperture to the sm allest possible f-stop (f/2.8, f/3.5, or f/4, for exam ple).

3. Focus on an object close to you, leaving enough room  around it so that an
unfocused background rem ains visible in the com position.

4. Press the depth-of-field preview  button w hile looking through the view finder. N ote
that nothing happens.

5. N ow  decrease the aperture to f/8, press the button again, and take another look.
Pay special attention to the out-of- focus background. You probably noticed the
view finder getting darker because you shrank the lens opening, allow ing in less
light, but did you also notice the background becom ing m ore defined? If not, set
the aperture to f/16 and press the button again, paying special attention to the
background. The view finder w ill get even darker, but that once-blurry background
should be razor sharp. You‒re seeing the im pact of aperture. Each tim e the aperture
gets sm aller, objects in front of and behind your focal point becom e m ore defined.
In other w ords, the area of sharpness (the depth of field) extends.

 
If there is one bit of advice that bears constant repeating, it is this: Pay close attention to
your aperture choice! M any tim es, the w rong aperture has ruined an otherw ise w onderful
exposure. Let‒s say you w ere after a striking im age of a lone tulip against a background of
out-of-focus tones, shapes, and colors, as in the second im age here. This is w hat each and
every one of us w ould see if w e stood in this spot and shot w ith our 70‌200m m  zoom  lens
at the 200m m  focal length w ith the aid of a sm all extension tube (a m etal tube fixed
betw een the cam era body and lens to im prove m acro photography capabilities). H ow ever,
just because this is w hat w e w ould see as w e looked through the view finder, there‒s no
guarantee that this is w hat w e w ill record on our im age sensors.

If in your excitem ent of fram ing up a shot like this, you fail to notice that you are using an
aperture of f/16, you w ill definitely record the im age of this sam e tulip, but w ith a m uch
busier background, as show n in the first im age.

Fortunately, m ost of us have depth-of-field preview  buttons on our cam eras. In this
scenario, I depressed m y depth-of-field preview  and could see right aw ay that f/16 w as
offering too m uch depth of field. W hile still pressing the depth-of-field button, I increased
m y aperture w hile looking through the view finder, w atching as the once-busy background
slow ly faded to blurry tones. A t f/5.6, I felt the background w as reduced to the softer,
blurrier tones I w as seeking.



 
M y first attem pt offered too m uch depth of field.

70‌200m m  lens, f/16 for 1/10 sec.

 

 
A s I shifted to f/5.6, the background faded to a blur.

70‌200m m  lens, f/5.6 for 1/100 sec.

 
 





 



L A N D SC A PE  PH O TO G R A PH Y  is an alm ost universally popular pastim e am ong
photographers. A nd no w onder‍ there are so m any photo opportunities in nature, it‒s hard
not to spend every w aking m om ent seeking them  out. C ityscapes, too, offer opportunities
to photograph the fascinating m ix of natural and artificial light, m an-m ade and natural
structures.

U nfortunately, these beautiful nature scenes don‒t alw ays occur in ideal conditions, and
there are certain frustrating situations I hear students talk about year after year. There is
the difficult backlight from  a setting or rising sun and the challenge of m aintaining color
in a sunset w hile still properly exposing the foreground. G lare is a frequent problem , as
are high-contrast snow  and beach scenes w ith an abundance of w hite.

Fortunately, there are not only correct exposure solutions for these circum stances but
creatively correct solutions. B y follow ing a few  easy steps, you‒ll soon be able to m aster
every situation M other N ature throw s at you.

 
12‌24m m  lens, f/8 for 1/320 sec.

 





H O W  TO  E X PO SE  SPE C TA C U L A R  SU N SE T S (A N D
O T H E R  B A C K L IT L A N D SC A PE S)

 



T H E  C H A L L E N G E

 
W hat do you do w hen confronted w ith a gorgeous sunset over a beautiful landscape? If
you expose for the brighter sky, the landscape in the foreground w ill go excessively dark.
If you expose for the landscape, the sky w ill be overexposed and lose its beautiful colors.
Exposure 101 states that no cam era on the m arket today can record w ithin a single
exposure the vast range of light and dark that exists in a backlit scene. In the old days,
photographers had to ―grin and bear it,‖ overexposing the backlight to bring up the
foreground. N ow , how ever, there is an easy solution.



T H E  SO L U T IO N

 
Som eone had the brilliant idea to m ake a lens filter that w ould reduce the exposure of just
the backlight (sky) by several stops, thus m aking the background m uch closer to the sam e
exposure required for the foreground. G raduated neutral-density (N D ) filters have been
around for years now , and they m ake a w orld of difference in com positions w ith strong
backlighting. Yes, Photoshop also prom ises to correct this type of exposure problem  w ith
a built-in graduated N D  filter, in A dobe B ridge, but it can m ake the correction only after
you return hom e or to the studio. I subscribe to the belief that doing it in cam era, if
possible, is alw ays the better solution.

So w hat do you do w hen you set an exposure for a backlit landscape and you don‒t w ant
the foreground to go excessively dark? First, select a storytelling aperture of f/22 for a
deep depth of field. Then expose for the foreground, adjusting the shutter speed until a
correct exposure is indicated. R each for your graduated N D  filter, and slide the filter dow n
into the holder on the front of your lens until the area of density covers the area from  the
top of the fram e to the horizon line. R ecom pose and shoot. You w ill record a correct
exposure of the foreground as w ell as the distant sun and horizon.

W ith m y 12‌24m m  lens and cam era on a tripod, I chose a low  view point to capture the
texture on the sandy beach. This w as going to be a storytelling im age, so I set the aperture
to f/22. I pointed the cam era dow n to the sandy area and adjusted m y shutter speed until
1/8 sec. indicated a correct exposure. W hen I recom posed to include the setting sun, the
m eter reading changed to indicate that a shutter speed of 1/125 sec. w ould be correct. I
chose to ignore this new  m eter reading and instead placed a 4-stop graduated N D  filter on
the lens. The first exam ple show s the im age taken w ithout the filter; note how  the sun and
background sky are blow n out. A s the second im age show s, the filter m ade all the
difference.



 
T he im age w ithout the filter.

12‌24m m  lens, f/22 for 1/8 sec.

 



 
T he sam e im age w ith a 4-stop graduated N D  filter.

12‌24m m  lens, f/22 for 1/8 sec. w ith 4-stop graduated N D  filter

 



 

The sun w as setting quickly over the G reek island of Santorini, and I w anted to capture
both the beautiful sunset and som e detail in the hillside hom es. If I‒d exposed for the sky,
w hich called for an exposure of f/11 for 1/250 sec., the houses w ould have gone too dark. I
w anted to show  the houses in full detail, so I tilted the cam era dow n and took a reading
w ithout the sky, filling the fram e w ith the hillside of hom es. A s you can see in m y first
exposure of f/11 for 1/30 sec., I did get the detail of the hom es, but I also lost the sunset
sky to a 3-stop overexposure. The solution? I placed a 3-stop graduated N D  filter on the
lens and slid it dow n until the N D  portion of the filter covered the sky area. A s the next
im age show s, I got the best of both w orlds: a correct sky and a correct hillside. Talk about
having your cake and eating it, too!

 
W ithout the filter, the sky is overexposed.

17‌55m m  lens, f/11 for 1/30 sec.

 



 
W ith the filter, I got the best of both w orlds.

17‌55m m  lens, f/11 for 1/30 sec. w ith 3-stop graduated N D  filter

 
 

You m ight think that I am  a teacher, but truth be told, I am  a perpetual student. I enjoy
learning as m uch as m ost of you. D uring the sam e trip to Santorini w hen I captured the
previous im ages, m y good friend C hris H urtt, w ho w as serving as m y photo assistant,
m ade m e aw are of som ething that is still quite m em orable.

A s I w as shooting through this open w indow  that show ed a cruise ship in the distance and
a nice reflection of the hillside hom es on Santorini, I com plained about the overall
exposure. A s show n in the first im age, w hen I exposed for the darker hillside in the
reflection, at f/22 for 1/30 sec., the distant cruise ship, w ater, and sky w ere overexposed.

A t this point C hris spoke up. ―W hy don‒t you take your 3-stop graduated N D  filter and
turn it sidew ays?‖ he asked. W hat a great idea! A nd sure enough, it w orked. A s you can
see in the second photograph, w hen I tilted the filter sidew ays so that the N D  portion of it
covered the distant sea, cruise ship, and sky, I got a perfect exposure w ith the sam e
settings.



 
W ithout the filter, the left side w as overexposed.

12‌24m m  lens, f/22 for 1/30 sec.

 

 
W ith the filter, everything cam e together.

12‌24m m  lens, f/22 for 1/30 sec. w ith 3-stop graduated N D  filter turned sidew ays

 
 





V ID E O : U SIN G  A  G R A D U AT E D  N D  FILT E R

 

―There is video content at this location that is not currently supported for your
eR eading device. The caption for this content is displayed below .‖

 
W atch as I use a 3-stop graduated N D  filter to sm ooth out the exposure in this backlit landscape. (2:38)

 





H O W  TO  C A PT U R E  ST U N N IN G  C O L O R  IN
L A N D SC A PE S A N D  C IT Y SC A PE S

 



T H E  C H A L L E N G E

 
H ave you ever adm ired those brilliantly colored postcards of fam ous natural landm arks or
iconic cityscapes? D id you ever w onder w hy your pictures of the sam e scenes look drab
by com parison? If you‒re shooting at daw n or dusk, there is also the problem  of low  light.
W hen you expose for the darkened landscape, you often blow  out the sky, losing the
stunning colors. B ut if you expose for the sky, the landscape becom es a silhouette. There‒s
also the issue of m aintaining sharpness during longer exposures necessitated by the low
am bient light.



T H E  SO L U T IO N

 
The first thing you m ight need to change is w hat tim e of day you‒re shooting. Landscapes
and cityscapes generally display m ore abundant color at daw n or dusk‍ not during the full
light of day or the darkness of night. They also tend to exhibit the best natural contrast
during these tim es. A nd contrary to a popular m isconception, getting your exposures right
in the narrow  w indow  of ―m agic light‖ at daw n and dusk is not hard at all!

In all m y years of photographing at daw n and dusk, I‒ve found there‒s no better‍ or m ore
consistent‍ approach than taking m eter readings off the sky. This holds true w hether I‒m
shooting backlight, frontlight, sidelight, sunrise, or sunset. If I w ant a great storytelling
depth of field, I set the lens (a w ide-angle lens for storytelling) to f/16 or f/22, raise m y
cam era to the sky above the scene, adjust the shutter speed for a correct exposure,
recom pose w ith m y ideal com position in view , and press the shutter release. A nd if depth
of field is not a concern, I set the aperture to f/8 or f/11 and again take a m eter reading off
of the sky, recom pose, and shoot. W hen shooting city scenes at dusk or daw n, I rarely
even take a m eter reading anym ore since m ost city scenes have proven to require the sam e
exposure (w hen using ISO  200): f/8 for 1 second, f/11 for 2 seconds, f/16 for 4 seconds, or
f/22 for 8 seconds.

O f course, for all of these longer exposures I use a tripod. This is essential. O ften, I‒ll also
em ploy a cable release or set the cam era‒s autom atic tim er, just to m ake sure I‒m  not
shaking the cam era during an exposure that goes on for several seconds. I prefer the self-
tim er for longer exposures so that I avoid any contact w ith the cam era. N ote that your
cam era‒s default for the self-tim er is usually a 10-second delay. I strongly recom m end
changing this to a 2-second delay for this type of photograph. W aiting 10 seconds betw een
shots can m ean m issing the perfect shot entirely.

T IP: E L IM IN AT IN G  C A M E R A  SH A K E
W hile w e‒re talking about m inim izing cam era shake, I should note that the new est
generation of super-high-resolution digital cam eras em ploy a m irror lock-up feature to
further m inim ize vibration. The cam era‒s m irror flips up and out of the w ay w hen you
press the shutter release, causing a m inim al vibration that w on‒t im pact m ost im ages taken
by m ost cam eras. H ow ever, w hen dealing w ith the super-m egapixel cam eras, even
m inim al vibration w ill be m agnified by the extrem ely high resolution. This m irror lock-up
feature w ill likely becom e standard on high-end capture devices, and it‒s som ething to
look for if you‒re shopping in that m ega-m egapixel range.

 



A U D IO  T IP: T H E  SE C R E T O F M A G IC  L IG H T

 
A udio elem ent not supported.

 
The secret to getting stunning color is to shoot during the m agic hours of the m orning and late afternoon.

 
O ne of the m any suspension bridges in Lyon, France, has a large red m etal strut at each
end. O n the east end, you can look to the w est and fram e the B asilica of N otre-D am e de
Fourviære atop O ld Lyon through the struts. I‒ve seen countless tourists m ake this shot
throughout the day, but I have yet to see anyone do it at dusk. Perhaps the great restaurants
of Lyon keep the tourists off the streets at dusk, but w hile they w ere dining, I w as m aking
this im age, w hich turned out m uch better than the daytim e shot.

W ith m y cam era on a tripod, I set m y aperture to f/22, and w ith the lens pointed tow ard
the dusky blue sky, I adjusted m y shutter speed until 8 seconds indicated a correct
exposure. Then I recom posed the scene and set up the cam era‒s self-tim er to trigger the
shutter release. (The reason I use the self-tim er w ith long exposures is to avoid any contact
w ith the cam era during the exposure tim e. I don‒t w ant to risk any cam era shake, since
sharpness is param ount for this type of an exposure.) The long, storytelling exposure
based off the m eter reading from  the sky produced an exposure that highlighted the rich
dusk colors both in the sky and the cityscape.



 
M ost people take this shot during the day.

35‌70m m  lens, f/22 for 1/60 sec.

 



 
T he colors are so m uch richer at dusk.
35‌70m m  lens, f/22 for 8 seconds

 
 



A bout 30 m inutes before sunrise, the first hints of the dusky blue light m ake their presence
know n in the eastern sky. Thus begins a short-lived but m em orable 10-m inute w indow  of
blue sky w here the quality of light is so m agical that one can‒t help but com e aw ay w ith a
com pelling im age. W hen shooting at this tim e of m orning, natural light and artificial light
are com patible, so you needn‒t w orry about blow n-out highlights.

A t the Sheikh Zayed M osque in A bu D habi, clear, dusky blue m orning skies are the norm
since it seldom  rains. A bout 20 m inutes before sunrise, the w ell-lit m osque and the sky are
equal in exposure value. O ne could m ake the argum ent to shoot in A perture Priority m ode,
and I w ould agree. H ow ever, being an old-school guy I chose to shoot in m anual exposure
m ode, using f/22 since I w anted front-to-back sharpness. I sim ply aim ed the cam era at the
dusky blue sky above and then adjusted m y shutter speed until 8 seconds indicated a
correct exposure. W ith m y cam era m ounted on a tripod, I m ade the colorful exposure.
W hen com pared to the m ore com m on im age taken by tourists around ten a.m ., the colors
in m y daw n shot m ade getting up early w ell w orth it.



 
T he m id-m orning shot m any tourists take.

16‌35m m  lens, f/22 for 1/60 sec.



 



 
Shooting just before daw n m akes all the difference.

16‌35m m  lens, f/22 for 8 seconds

 
 

B eginning about 15 m inutes after sunset and lasting for about 10 m inutes, the dusky blue
sky has the sam e exposure value as a cityscape in front of it. A fter this brief w indow , the
sky goes black. Shooting city scenes against a black sky still seem s to be the norm  for
m any shooters, but the dow nside to photographing at night is that the dark sky does not
offer any contrast or color separation.

Shooting the Singapore skyline from  the balcony of m y hotel room  during the 10-m inute
w indow  of dusky blue sky m ade for a far m ore com pelling im age w hen com pared to the
sam e shot done against a dark black sky. B ecause depth of field w as not a concern
(everything is at the sam e focused distance), I chose to shoot at f/11. W ith m y cam era
pointed tow ard the sky, I registered a m eter reading of 4 seconds as a correct exposure.
M ounting m y cam era and 24‌85m m  lens on a tripod, I captured the sunset im age.

N ote that in the other exposure, taken 20 m inutes later, also shot at f/11 for 4 seconds, the
sky had gone black. There is not nearly the sam e separation or contrast betw een the
buildings and the sky as seen in the blue-sky im age. In the dark-sky im age, portions of the
skyscrapers m erge into the black sky, upsetting the balance of the overall com position.
The com parison of these tw o im ages m akes a strong argum ent for shooting city skylines
only until about 20‌25 m inutes after sunset.

 
A  black nighttim e sky offers little contrast or color separation.

24‌85m m  lens, f/11 for 4 seconds



 

 
T he sam e shot taken at dusk is clearly better.

24‌85m m  lens, f/11 for 4 seconds

 
 





H O W  TO  R E D U C E  R E FL E C T E D  G L A R E  O N  SU N N Y
A N D  C L O U D Y  D AY S

 



T H E  C H A L L E N G E

 
M any of us have learned to avoid shooting in bright sunlight at m idday, since the light is
so harsh. This aversion to m idday light usually com es on the heels of shooting in early-
m orning or late-afternoon light, w hen the light is m uch w arm er and m ore appealing.
H ow ever, som etim es w e m ust shoot at m idday.

This frustrating light strikes reflective surfaces and bounces back up, producing distracting
hot spots all over our com positions. R eflected glare also drow ns out pleasing colors; your
im age can becom e grayish or w ashed out, w ith little flares around any reflective surface,
including glass and m etal. This problem  of glare is m agnified on days of heavy overcast
and rain; everyw here you turn, the w et streets, sidew alks, buildings, cars, flora, and fauna
are covered in a dull gray glare caused by the reflection of the dull gray sky overhead.



T H E  SO L U T IO N

 
O f the m any filters on the m arket today, a polarizing filter is one that every photographer
should have. Its prim ary purpose is to reduce glare from  reflective surfaces, such as glass,
m etal, and w ater. O n sunny days, a polarizer is m ost effective w hen you are shooting at a
90-degree angle to the sun (w hen the sun hits your left or right shoulder from  the side). If
the sun is at your back or in front of you, the polarizer w ill do you no good at all.

If you need to m ake im ages at m idday, a polarizer can help no m atter w hat direction
you‒re facing because the sun is directly overhead. It‒s at a 90-degree angle to you
w hether you are facing north, south, east, or w est.

If you‒re w orking in early-m orning or late-afternoon light, use the polarizing filter
w henever you shoot facing to the north or south‍ in other w ords, w hen you‒re at a 90-
degree angle to the sun. A s you rotate the polarizing filter on your lens, you‒ll clearly see
the transform ation; a blue sky and puffy w hite clouds w ill ―pop‖ w ith m uch deeper color
and contrast.

W hy is this? Light w aves m ove in all sorts of directions‍ up, dow n, sidew ays, and all
angles in betw een. The greatest glare com es from  vertical light w aves, and the glare is
m ost intense w hen the sun itself is at a 90-degree angle to you. The polarizing filter is
designed to block out vertical light, allow ing only the m ore pleasing, saturated colors
created by horizontal light to record on your film  or digital sensor.

N ote that if you shift your location so that you‒re at a 30- or 45-degree angle to the sun,
rather than a 90-degree angle, the polarizing effect w ill be seen on only one-half or one-
third of the com position, so one-half or one-third of the blue sky is m uch m ore saturated in
color than the rest of it. Perhaps you‒ve already seen this effect in som e of your
landscapes. N ow  you know  w hy.

First, place your polarizer on your lens and rotate the outer ring of the filter until you see
the polarization effect. O n clear days, you should see deeper blue skies; on overcast days,
m ost of the gray glare should be rem oved. A  polarizing filter cuts dow n the light by 2
stops, by the w ay, but you don‒t need to w orry about this since your cam era has through-
the-lens (TTL) m etering. This m eans that your cam era‒s light m eter know s that som ething
dark, in this case your polarizer, has been placed in front of the lens, so the m etering w ill
ask for a shutter speed 2 stops slow er than the norm al exposure to com pensate for the
reduced light. D epending on your ISO , the tim e of day, and even the w eather, the slow er
shutter speed m ay necessitate a tripod and either a cable release or the cam era‒s self-tim er.

Since m y point of view  w as at a 90-degree angle to the early m orning light, w hich hit on
the scene from  m y right, this im age of the sm all tow n of Puim isson in Provence, France,
offered a great opportunity to use m y polarizing filter. In the first exam ple, I didn‒t use the
filter, and you can see the overall haze, the lack of blue sky, the absence of detail in the
sky, and the som ew hat flat greens of the trees and bushes. In the second im age, w ith the
polarizing filter, the difference is clear. The once flat sky becam e a vivid blue and the
colors in the field, trees, and bushes are m ore brilliant.



 
W ithout the filter, glare leaves the colors flat.

24‌85m m  lens, f/16 for 1/125 sec.

 



 
W ith the filter, the im age becom e m ore vivid.

24‌85m m  lens, f/16 for 1/30 sec.

 
 



Is the use of polarizing filters lim ited to sunny days? D efinitely not! In fact, on cloudy or
rainy days, there‒s just as m uch vertical light and glare as on sunny days. A ll this vertical
light casts a dull, reflective glare on w et streets, m etal, glass surfaces, w et foliage, and the
surfaces of bodies of w ater, including stream s and rivers.

A  polarizing filter gets rid of this dull gray glare and is a m ust-have item  in m y cam era
bag m ore on rainy days than sunny ones. It‒s the one tool that w ill save you each and
every tim e you shoot in the w oods on a rainy day. It can rem ove the glare from  your rainy-
day com positions better than Photoshop ever w ill! In the first im age, shot w ithout the
polarizing filter, note the glare on the w et leaves, rocks, m oss, and w ater. These surfaces
are reflecting the dull, gray, rainy sky overhead. B ut as you can see in the second im age,
m ade w ith the filter, the scene becom es a colorful w orld that only seconds ago w as aw ash
in glare.

B ecause the polarizing filter had cut dow n the light by 2 stops, I found m yself using a
shutter speed that w as 2 stops slow er. This reduction in the light w as of course picked up
by the in-cam era m eter, and I sim ply adjusted m y shutter speed until a correct exposure
w as indicated. W ith a shutter speed of 1 second, I needed a tripod to brace the cam era. I
also used the cam era‒s self-tim er to fire the shutter release w ithout risking any cam era
m ovem ent.



 
N otice the glare on the w et leaves, rocks, and w ater.

24m m  lens, f/22 for 1/4 sec.

 



 
T he filter reduces glare for a m ore colorful im age.

24m m  lens, f/22 for 1 second

 
 





H O W  TO  E X PO SE  H IG H -C O N T R A ST SC E N E S

 



T H E  C H A L L E N G E

 
Your cam era‒s light m eter (regardless of the setting) does not ―see‖ the w orld in either
living color or black and w hite, but rather as a neutral gray. B ecause of this, it alw ays
prefers to offer up exposure com binations that result in neutral-gray exposures. W hy is
that? It is because your cam era‒s light m eter w as calibrated by the cam era m anufacturer to
m ake calculations based on tw o factors: (1) the w orld is neutral gray, and (2) all subjects
reflect back approxim ately 18%  of the light illum inating them .

This sounds sim ple enough, and it w orks about 90%  of the tim e, since m ost of the w orld is
neutral gray in term s of its reflectance. H ow ever, this sam e reflectance of light (or absence
of reflected light) can also create a bad exposure w hen you try to photograph high-contrast
scenes. W hen presented w ith either a w hite or a black subject, the light m eter freaks out.
Sound the alarm ! W e‒ve got a problem ! W hite and black violate everything the m eter w as
―taught‖ at the cam era factory. If w e think of gray as the m iddle of a m etering scale, w hite
and black are at opposite ends. In response to excessively bright (w hite) or excessively
dark (black) subjects, the m eter offers an exposure that I prom ise w ill result in that black
cat becom ing gray (overexposed) or the w hite w all becom ing gray (underexposed).
N either result is surprising since, as I m entioned, the m eter is just doing its job, m aking
sure everything in the w orld does, in fact, record as gray.

U nless you take charge of your light m eter and override the m eter reading, you w ill
forever be frustrated w ith ―dark‖ exposures of w hite snow , brides, and w hite sandy
beaches, and ―bright‖ exposures of black dogs and dark-skinned subjects.



SO L U T IO N  #1: O verride Your L ight M eter

 
To successfully m eter w hite and black subjects, treat them  as if they w ere neutral gray,
even though their reflectance indicates otherw ise. In other w ords, m eter a w hite w all that
reflects 36%  of the light falling on it as if it reflected the norm al 18% . Sim ilarly, m eter a
black cat that reflects only 9%  of the light falling on it as if it reflected 18% . So how  do
you do that, exactly?

Let‒s say, for exam ple, your cam era‒s m eter offers an exposure of f/11 for 1/250 sec. for a
w hite w all (36%  reflectance). B efore shooting, slow  dow n the shutter speed to 1/125 sec.
‍ as if it w ere reflecting only 18%  of the light. This extra shutter speed stop w ill allow  in
m ore light to record the w all as w hite instead of gray (as it w ould have at 1/250 sec.).
Likew ise, w hen m etering a portrait of your black Labrador retriever, let‒s say you get an
initial m eter reading of f/11 for 1/60 sec. (9%  reflectance). B efore you shoot, quicken the
shutter speed to 1/125 sec.‍ as if it w ere reflecting 18%  of the light. This w ill allow  in
less light and record the dog as black instead of the gray it w ould have been at 1/60 sec.
So, as a general rule, w hen faced w ith w hite subjects, increase your exposure by 1 stop.
W hen faced w ith really dark or black subjects, decrease your exposure by 1 stop.



SO L U T IO N  #2: M eter O ff the B lue Sky

 
If you‒re shooting on a clear day, perhaps the sim plest w ay to approach a high-contrast
scene is to take a m eter reading from  a blue sky, w hich alm ost alw ays reflects back 18%
of the light. The built-in light m eter found in m ost cam eras w ill either set an exposure or
recom m end an exposure based on the light reflecting off any subject. It assum es that all
subjects reflect about 18%  of the light that hits them . B esides a gray card, a clear, blue,
frontlit sky alm ost alw ays m easures an 18%  reflectance w hen m etered about 30 degrees
above the horizon. So if a w hite subject or dark subject is in that sam e frontlight, you can
safely m eter off of the blue sky and use that sam e exposure setting for the w hite or dark
subject nearby.



SO L U T IO N  #3: M eter O ff a G ray C ard

 
W hen I first learned about 18%  reflectance, it took m e a w hile to catch on. O ne tool that
enabled m e to understand it w as a gray card. Sold by m ost cam era stores, gray cards com e
in handy w hen you shoot bright and dark subjects, such as w hite sandy beaches, snow -
covered fields, black anim als, black shiny cars, and dark-skinned subjects. R ather than
pointing your cam era at the subject, sim ply hold a gray card in front of your lens‍ m aking
sure the light falling on the card is the sam e light that falls on the subject‍ and set your
exposure for the light reflecting off the card.

If you‒re shooting in an autoexposure m ode such as Program , Shutter Priority, or A perture
Priority, you m ust take one extra step before putting the gray card aw ay. A fter you take the
reading from  the gray card, note the exposure. Let‒s say the m eter indicated f/16 for 1/100
sec. for a bright snow  scene. In A perture Priority m ode, chances are that the m eter reads
f/16 for 1/200 sec. In Shutter Priority m ode, the m eter m ay read f/22 for 1/100 sec. In
either case, the m eter is now  ―off‖ 1 stop from  the correct m eter reading taken from  the
gray card. You need to recover that 1 stop by using your autoexposure overrides.

D epending on your cam era, these overrides are designated as follow s: +2, +1, 0, ‌1, and ‌
2; or 2X , 1X , 0, 1/2X , and 1/4X . So, for exam ple, to provide 1 additional stop of exposure
w hen shooting a snow y scene in the autoexposure m ode, you w ould set the autoexposure
override to +1 (or 1X , depending on your cam era‒s m ake and m odel). C onversely, to stop
the exposure dow n, such as w hen shooting a black cat or dog, you‒d set the autoexposure
override to ‌1 (1/2X ).



SO L U T IO N  #4: M eter O ff the Palm  of Your H and

 
O ne of the sim plest w ays to arrive at a correct exposure for any subject‍ w hite, black, or
even gray‍ is to take a m eter reading from  the palm  of your hand. You‒ll still need a gray
card at the very start, to calibrate your palm , but once you‒ve done that, you can leave the
gray card at hom e. To calibrate your palm , take your gray card and cam era into full sun
and set your aperture to f/8. Fill the fram e w ith the gray card (it doesn‒t have to be in
focus), and adjust your shutter speed until a correct exposure is indicated by the cam era‒s
light m eter. N ow , hold the palm  of your hand in front of your lens. The cam era‒s m eter
should read that you are about +2/3 to 1 stop overexposed. M ake a note of this. Then take
the gray card into open shade. Set your cam era to an aperture of f/8 and again adjust the
shutter speed until a correct exposure is indicated. Then, as before, m eter your palm  and
you should see that the m eter now  reads +2/3 to 1 stop overexposed. N o m atter w hat
lighting conditions you do this process under, your palm  w ill consistently read about +2/3
to 1 stop overexposed from  the reading of a gray card. (If your palm  m eters a 2-, 3-, or 4-
stop difference from  the scene in front of you, you‒re either taking a reading off the palm
of your hand in sunlight, having forgotten to take into account that your subject is in open
shade, or you forgot to take off your w hite gloves.)

O nce your palm  is calibrated, you can use it to set the exposure of any scene, sun or shade.
Just hold your palm  out in front of your cam era, in the sam e light as your subject, and
m eter off of your palm . Then use your overrides (as explained here) to add +1 stop of
exposure or, if in m anual exposure m ode, add +1 either via shutter speed or aperture. Then
fire aw ay! R em em ber, for m ost of us, our palm s w hen m etered at +1 equal a gray card‒s
18%  reflectance.

H andholding m y cam era and using m anual exposure m ode, I fram ed up this idyllic w inter
scene just off C hicago‒s Lakeshore D rive. A fter choosing f/22, I adjusted m y m eter until
1/200 sec. indicated a correct exposure. N ot surprisingly, m y photograph show ed gray
snow , as you can see in the first exam ple. I w ould have gotten gray snow  even if I had shot
in A perture Priority m ode. The light m eter w as sim ply doing its job, m aking excessively
bright (w hite) subjects gray.

B ut if you have any intention of recording pure w hite snow , you need to perform  an
―intervention‖ and use the blue sky as a m etering target. W ith a focal length of 14m m  and
a storytelling aperture of f/22, I pointed the cam era to the blue sky above and then
adjusted m y shutter speed until the cam era‒s m eter indicated a correct exposure at 1/60
sec. Then I recom posed m y original com position and voilÞ! I got m y w hite snow . O f
course, after I m etered the blue sky and recom posed the snow  scene before m e, the LED s
of m y light m eter w ere scream ing that m y settings w ere w rong. Just like w hen a tw o-year-
old throw s a tantrum , I sim ply ignored the scream ing.



 
N ote how  gray the snow  looks here.
12‌24m m  lens, f/22 for 1/200 sec.

 

 
B y overriding the cam era‒s setting, I w as able to record w hite snow .

12‌24m m  lens, f/22 for 1/60 sec.

 
 



Just like m any brides on their w edding day, m any lighthouses ―w ear‖ w hite, and this can
spell trouble. U nless you w ant to record gray brides and lighthouses, you need to take
charge of your exposure. W hen I sim ply aim ed, focused, and set m y exposure using the
cam era‒s light m eter (f/11 for 1/500 sec.), it w as severely underexposed. The excessive
brightness of the w hite lighthouse freaked out the light m eter and caused it to generate an
exposure that turned w hite to gray. W ith m y hand extended in front of the cam era, I
m etered off of m y palm  and set m y exposure to +1 from  the light reflecting off of m y palm
(f/11 for 1/200 sec.). W hen I photographed again using these settings, I got m y pure w hite
lighthouse.

 
T he cam era autom atically turned the w hite lighthouse gray.

17‌35m m  lens, f/11 for 1/500 sec.

 



 
To fix this, I m etered off of the palm  of m y hand.

 

 
A t m y new , slow er shutter speed, the lighthouse is w hite.

17‌35m m  lens, f/11 for 1/200 sec.

 
 





 



A L M O ST E V E R Y  M O M E N T, no m atter how  big or sm all, occurs in a state of
m otion. A ll of this m otion translates into energy, and a w ell-executed photograph that
conveys this energy is filled w ith w hat I call e-m otion. This e-m otion appeals to our
psychological need for m ovem ent under our feet. Perhaps that is w hy on-the-go
photographers enjoy such great m ental health! W e are pushed to record and create, and no
other im age is m ore life-affirm ing than one filled w ith e-m otion. These are the im ages that
validate ―life on the m ove‖ w ith the greatest of exclam ations.

There are m any w ays to im part the energy of m otion into your photographs, each w ith its
ow n unique challenges. H ere are the ones I‒ve found m ost likely to be stum bling blocks,
w ith tips on m aking them  w ork for you.

 
70‌300m m  lens, f/32 for 1/15 sec.

 





H O W  TO  C A PT U R E  SU PE R -SH A R P A C T IO N  SH O T S

 



T H E  C H A L L E N G E

 
There is, perhaps, nothing m ore satisfying than an im age of action frozen in crisp, sharp
detail, allow ing us the tim e to scrutinize and analyze every nuance, dow n to the sm allest
speck. The challenge, of course, is freezing that action in the crispest detail w hile still
m aintaining a good overall exposure. Photographers com m only m isjudge the shutter
speeds needed for sharp, action-stopping shots. If you use one that is too fast, you‒ll be
forced to use a larger-than-necessary aperture, com prom ising the depth of field and
possibly sacrificing sharp detail. If you use a shutter speed that is too slow , you‒ll cause
blurring in the subject.



T H E  SO L U T IO N

 
The key to sharp action shots is shutter speed. If I cam e to your house and chatted w ith
you for a w hopping 1/100 sec., you w ould no doubt say, ―W ell, he w as here, but he w as
gone in the blink of an eye!‖ A nd w hy not, since 1/100 sec. is pretty darn quick? Just how
fast is 1/100 sec.? B elieve it or not, it is ten tim es faster than the blink of an eye, w hich
averages around 1/10 sec. So you‒d think that 1/100 sec. w ould be plenty fast enough to
freeze action, but you‒d be w rong.

O n the other side of the coin, there is a w idely held belief that extrem ely fast speeds‍
1/2000 to 1/4000 sec.‍ are needed to capture outdoor sports, but that is not true either.
D uring the late 1960s and m ost of the 1970s, SLR  cam eras had a m axim um  shutter speed
of 1/1000 sec. Yet rarely did anyone hear a Sports Illustrated photographer com plain that
he m issed a shot because 1/1000 sec. w asn‒t fast enough.

M ost outdoor sports action shots can easily be recorded at shutter speeds of 1/250 to
1/1000 sec. A nd for m any experienced shooters, the key to getting good exposures at
1/250 or 1/1000 sec. is the direct result of using the right ISO . H igh ISO s m ake it easier to
em ploy action-freezing shutter speeds. A lso, w ith the higher ISO s you can use sm aller
lens openings for a greater depth of field. The greater your depth of field, the larger your
area of sharp focus and the easier it is to m aintain tack-sharp focus on your subjects as
they m ove around. H ow ever, w ith today‒s advanced autofocus features, keeping them  in
focus is rarely the problem . That extra depth of field m ight not be necessary, so shutter
speed rem ains the prim ary exposure concern.

A nother consideration is distance. H ere‒s an easy w ay to tell if you‒re close enough: Is
your fram e at least 75%  filled w ith the subject? If not, get closer.

The next consideration is the direction of the action. Is it com ing tow ard you? Is it m oving
side to side? O r is it traveling up or dow n? W hen action is com ing tow ard you or m oving
aw ay from  you, you can get aw ay w ith a shutter speed of 1/250 sec. W hen the action is
m oving side to side, your shutter speed should be faster, betw een 1/500 and 1/1000 sec.

W hile shutter speed is the crucial elem ent for a good stop-action exposure, w hether or not
you capture the desired action has m ore to do w ith tim ing than shutter speed. A s such,
your m ost useful tool is a m otor drive. Som e cam eras com e w ith built-in m otor drives
(also know n as B urst m ode or C ontinuous Shooting m ode), w hich autom atically fire a
rapid succession of exposures as long as you depress the shutter release button. This gives
you a better chance of capturing that peak m om ent. You can begin firing the shutter
several seconds ahead of the peak action and continue until a second or tw o after the
action has stopped. It‒s a safe bet that one, if not several, exposures w ill be successful.
W ithout a m otor drive, it can be hit or m iss as you try to anticipate the exact m om ent to
shoot.

W hile at the dive shop across from  our hotel on M aui, H aw aii, I overheard a couple of
―dudes‖ talking about ―som e big sw ells com ing in on the N orth Shore tom orrow .‖ I asked
if that m eant the surfers w ould be out, and they both enthusiastically responded, ―O h
yeah!‖



A rising early the next m orning, I found the perfect shooting location. W ithin 30 m inutes,
several surfers had arrived along w ith 20- to 30-foot w aves. Soon, m ore than 20 surfers
had accepted the challenge offered up by these thunderous and som etim es unforgiving
w aves. There w as a fluid poetry to their m oves, a rhythm  that seldom  struck the w rong
chord.

W ith m y cam era and 200‌400m m  N ikkor zoom  lens m ounted on a m onopod, and m y ISO
set to 100, I set m y shutter speed to 1/1000 sec. Pointing m y cam era up at the blue sky, I
adjusted the aperture until f/5.6 indicated a correct exposure. A  clear blue sky is a great
place to take a m eter reading w hen shooting high- contrast, frontlit scenes like this, w ith
so m uch w hite in the w aves. W hite is a killer w hen it com es to exposure, as it reads far too
bright for m ost light m eters to m easure properly, resulting in an exposure that looks m ore
gray than w hite. To avoid this, I take a reading from  the blue sky, about 30 degrees above
the horizon, since it‒s neutral insofar as not being too dark or too light. (For m ore about
this, see H ow  to Expose H igh-C ontrast Scenes.)

W ith the surfers m oving at such a frantic pace, I sw itched m y autofocus m ode to A F-
Servo m ode, w hich m eant that m y N ikon cam era w ould continuously keep m y subjects in
focus as I tracked them  inside m y view finder, and fired in B urst m ode at roughly six
fram es per second. A lthough I w as shooting for less than an hour, I m anaged to record a
num ber of exciting im ages, w ith m ost of the credit going to the surfers for providing such
spectacular action.

 
A  shutter speed of 1/1000 sec. froze these surfers in action.

200‌400m m  lens, f/15 for 1/1000 sec.

 
 



A lthough it took som e negotiating (translation: ice cream ), m y daughter C hloé indulged
m y request to throw  her head back several tim es so that I could photographically freeze
the action of her long, w et hair flipping backw ard w ith w ater flying off.

B ecause I w anted an action-stopping shutter speed of 1/800 sec. and a m edium  depth-of-
field aperture of f/11, I had to raise m y ISO  to 400. Telling her to stay in the sam e spot and
not m ove her feet w hen she cam e up from  underw ater allow ed m e to prefocus as w ell as
precom pose the shot. (The m edium  depth of field increased the area of sharpness,
covering m e if she m oved a few  inches closer to or aw ay from  m y point of prefocus.) O n
the count of three, I w as ready, and this is the result: an action-stopping, sharply focused
im age of a day at the pool.



 
A  higher ISO  helped m e freeze this m otion.

80‌200m m  lens, f/11 for 1/800 sec.

 
 



I saw  them  from  a distance, a group of kids jum ping off a large w ooden box near
dow ntow n D oha, Q atar. A fter being inform ed that jum ping off boxes w as a new  art form , I
crouched dow n near the base of the box and looked up through m y w ide-angle lens at the
jum pers. B ecause of m y close proxim ity to the action and the erratic m ovem ents of the
jum pers, I needed a shutter speed of at least 1/1000 sec. (Shutter speeds of 1/500 sec. or
slow er w ould have recorded som e degree of blurring ow ing to the high rate of speed w ith
w hich they w ere launching off the box and m y close proxim ity to their antics.) W ith m y
cam era set to 1/1000 sec. in Shutter Priority, I fram ed the frontlit box and blue sky
overhead. O ver the course of the next 15 m inutes, half a dozen courageous young m en
leaped and spun and flipped and turned their bodies into a num ber of surprising
contortions.



 
M y close proxim ity to this subject required a very fast shutter speed.

16‌35m m  lens, f/8 for 1/1000 sec.



 
 





V ID E O : FR E E Z IN G  A C T IO N

 

―There is video content at this location that is not currently supported for your
eR eading device. The caption for this content is displayed below .‖

 
W atch as I use fast shutter speeds to freeze various subjects in m idair. (3:56)

 





H O W  TO  FR E E Z E  A C T IO N  IN  L O W  L IG H T

 



T H E  C H A L L E N G E

 
Freezing action in low  light is an ongoing challenge for m any photographers. H ow  can
you get a fast enough shutter speed to freeze action w ithout underexposing the im age or
having to use such a w ide aperture that you lose all depth of field? A nd w hat about flash?
A  flash burst w ill freeze action, but is it effective for a subject that‒s m ore than a few  feet
aw ay?



T H E  SO L U T IO N

 
Let‒s say you‒re at a basketball gam e in a high school gym . There w ould be no point to
using a flash. You sim ply w ouldn‒t have enough light pow er to illum inate your subject and
the surrounding scene. Instead, shoot w ith a high ISO  and available light.

If you use a m odern D SLR  w ith ISO  3200 and your w hite balance on autom atic, the
standard exposure to use is f/4 for 1/250 sec.‍ no flash required. G ranted, f/4 w ill not get
you m uch depth of field, but in these situations, aperture needs to take a backseat to
shutter speed, since it is the shutter speed that freezes the action. A lso, 1/250 sec. is the
m inim um  choice for freezing action. If you have a lens that offers f/2.8, consider this
w ider aperture, as it w ill kick up your shutter speed a w hole stop to 1/500 sec.

B y the end of the gam e, not only w ill you have captured som e great action shots, but
they‒ll also have a fine grain due to the low -noise capabilities of m ost m odern D SLR s.
M ost gym s and stages are lit w ell enough that recording acceptable handheld exposures is
possible. It‒s as if the cam era m anufacturers are in a constant race to see w ho can deliver
the highest ISO  w ithout a truly noticeable drop-off in overall color, contrast, and
distracting digital noise. N ikon had been leading the ISO  charge, but recently the likes of
C anon, Pentax, Sony, Panasonic, and O lym pus have caught up w ith and in som e respects
even surpassed N ikon.

Taking advantage of these low -noise, high-ISO  capabilities is certainly not lim ited to the
gym nasium . A ny indoor scene w ith m oving subjects can benefit from  this shooting
technique. N ext tim e you‒re hosting an indoor birthday party, turn up the lights in your
house, set your cam era to ISO  3200 and your w hite balance to autom atic, and, w ith your
lens aperture set at or near w ide open, shoot aw ay! This gives you a better chance of
capturing that peak m om ent. You can begin firing the shutter several seconds ahead of the
peak action and continue until a second or tw o after the action has stopped. It‒s a safe bet
that one, if not several, exposures w ill be successful. W ithout a m otor drive, it can be hit
or m iss as you try to anticipate the exact m om ent to shoot.

T IP: W H E N  TO  U SE  H IG H  ISO  V E R SU S FL A SH ?
The high ISO s found in m any cam eras today suggest that you no longer need to use flash,
because the high ISO s allow  you to handhold your cam era, even in low  light, for properly
exposed im ages w ith low  noise. This is all great but has left m any photographers
confused. W hen is it better to use a high ISO  w ith natural light, and w hen should you use
a flash?

It‒s im portant to understand that the low -noise, high-ISO  approach deals only w ith
brightness levels. It provides little help for poor-quality lighting. If the am bient light is not
flattering on your subjects, a higher ISO  can‒t help you. Then it‒s tim e to use the flash. For
exam ple, if you‒ve ever tried to take a portrait outside at high noon, you know  that the
direct overhead sunlight creates dark under-eye shadow s (aka ―raccoon eyes‖). This effect
can also occur indoors w hen the light source is straight above the subject. In both of these
situations, you‒d w ant to use fill flash to provide supplem ental light on the faces and
elim inate the raccoon eyes. (M ore on using fill flash here.)



 



A U D IO  T IP: U SIN G  FL A SH  TO  FR E E Z E  A C T IO N

 
A udio elem ent not supported.

 
Another w ay to freeze action in low  light is by using your flash.

 
Like m any parents today, I am  faced w ith photographic challenges that revolve around
indoor sports activities, m any of w hich involve freezing m otion in low -light situations.
W hen it com es to indoor volleyball and basketball, I prefer to use the highest ISO  in lieu
of a flash. In the photograph you see here, I w as at one of m y daughter Sophie‒s volleyball
gam es. H andholding m y N ikon D 300S w ith m y ISO  set to 6400, I easily shot correct
exposures at f/4 for 1/320 sec. w ith m y 16‌35m m  N ikkor zoom  lens. A  no-brainer! H ad I
tried to light up the entire gym  w ith m y single N ikon SB -900 flash, I w ould have been
assured of recording very cave-like exposures thanks to the inverse square law .



 
A  high ISO  froze the action in this dim ly lit gym .
16‌35m m  lens, f/4 for 1/320 sec., ISO  6400

 
 



T IP: U N D E R STA N D IN G  T H E  IN V E R SE  SQ U A R E  L AW
A s it relates to photography and lighting, the inverse square law  states that an object tw ice
as far from  a source of light w ill receive a quarter of the illum ination. So if you‒re
shooting your daughter‒s basketball gam e or your son‒s high school play, w hen the
distance betw een your flash and the subject doubles, that subject receives only a quarter of
the light, not half. If your hoop-playing daughter m oves from  12 feet to 24 feet aw ay, you
w ill need four tim es the light to achieve a good exposure at the sam e cam era settings. The
light falloff around the subject w ill also be m ore severe, creating a cave-like look w here
the subject is illum inated but the surrounding scene looks like a dark cave. W ith the m ath
and adjustm ents involved in good flash photography of m oving subjects indoors, you can
see w hy shooting w ith a high ISO  versus flash is a lot easier and m ore effective.

 

I found m yself in D oha, Q atar, shooting the A rab League G am es in D ecem ber 2011. I am
not a sports photographer, yet there I w as shooting sports‍ indoors. Fortunately, it w as a
w ell-lit arena. W ith m y N ikon D 3X  and N ikkor 200‌400m m  lens m ounted on a m onopod,
and w ith m y ISO  set to 1600, I sw itched the cam era to Shutter Priority, chose a shutter
speed of 1/500 sec., and fired aw ay‍ trying, of course, to anticipate the next takedow n.

This endeavor w as m ade m ore challenging by the D 3X ‒s slow  burst rate. W hen shooting
in raw  form at, the cam era can shoot successive fram es about as fast as a tortoise crossing
the street. A s great as the cam era is overall, it w as not the right choice for shooting fast-
m oving sports. Still, all things considered, I‒m  happy that I captured this action shot.

 
Sw itching to a high ISO  w as crucial for freezing this m om ent.

200‌400m m  lens, f/6.3 for 1/500 sec., ISO  1600

 



 





H O W  TO  IM PLY  M O T IO N  W IT H  SL O W  SH U T T E R
SPE E D S

 



T H E  C H A L L E N G E

 
W hen the cam era rem ains stationary‍ usually on a firm  support, such as a tripod‍ and
there are m oving subjects inside the com position, you have an excellent opportunity to
im ply m otion. The resulting im age show s the m oving subject as a blur, w hile stationary
objects rem ain in sharp detail.

Your options for m otion-filled im ages are m any: w aterfalls, stream s, crashing surf, planes,
trains, autom obiles, pedestrians, joggers‍ the list goes on. Som e of the not-so-obvious
m otion-filled opportunities include a ham m er striking a nail, toast popping out of the
toaster, hands knitting a sw eater, coffee being poured from  the pot, a ceiling fan, a m erry-
go-round, a teeter-totter, a dog shaking itself dry after a dip in the lake, w ind blow ing long
hair, even the w ind w histling through a field of w ildflow ers.

C hoosing the right shutter speed for a m otion-filled im age is often a m atter of trial and
error. This can be frustrating, especially if the m otion you‒re photographing is not
repetitive. There are also challenges associated w ith your shutter speed choice. If you opt
for a too-slow  shutter speed, you risk overexposing your im age. A  quicker shutter speed
could m ean a better-exposed im age but a lack of fluid m otion in your subject.



T H E  SO L U T IO N

 
H ere are som e general guidelines to follow  w hen creating m otion-filled im ages. These
should provide a good starting point w hen you‒re setting up your shot.

‛ A  1/2-sec. exposure w ill produce a sm ooth, cottony look in w aterfalls and stream s.

‛ A  1/4-sec. exposure w ill m ake hands knitting a sw eater appear as if they w ere
m oving at a very high rate of speed.

‛ A  30-m ph w ind m oving through a stand of trees coupled w ith a 1-second exposure
w ill usually render a com position of sharply focused trunks and branches, w hile
the leaves appear w ispy, fluttering, and overlapping.

 
In order to use these slow  shutter speeds w hile m aintaining a correct exposure, you w ill
likely end up using the low est ISO  num ber and the sm allest lens opening your cam era
offers. Essentially, you are trying to lim it the am ount of light hitting your sensor so that
you can leave the shutter open for a longer period of tim e w ithout overexposing the im age.
You also m ay need to call on a polarizing filter and/or a neutral-density filter for the sam e
purpose; both reduce the am ount of light hitting the sensor.

T IP: SL O W IN G  Y O U R  SH U T T E R  SPE E D  W IT H  PO L A R IZ IN G
V E R SU S N E U T R A L -D E N SIT Y  FILT E R S
Polarizing filters can reduce your exposure by only 2 stops, w hile neutral-density (N D )
filters are available in 1- to 12- stop increm ents. There is also the ―all-in-one‖ Tiffen 2- to
8-stop N D  filter that changes density from  2 to 8 stops as you rotate the outer ring.
Personally, I use the Tiffen a great deal, far m ore often than the polarizing filter w hen m y
sole aim  is to slow  shutter speeds.

 

W aterfalls are great subjects for photographers first discovering the m agic of slow  shutter
speeds. W hen it com es to im plying the sm ooth, cotton-candy m otion of falling w ater, a
slow  shutter speed of at least 1/4 sec. is necessary.

It w as a rainy, overcast day w hen I captured this scene, w hich m ade m y life easier because
I w anted to use a slow  shutter speed. To lim it the light hitting the sensor, and because I
w anted a great depth of field, I chose an aperture of f/22 and an ISO  of 100. In addition, I
placed m y polarizing filter on the lens to reduce, if not elim inate, the gray glare from  the
dull sky overhead. W ithout the filter, that glare w ould have reflected off the w et leaves and
rocks (see also H ow  to R educe R eflected G lare on Sunny and C loudy D ays). I then
adjusted m y shutter speed until 1/2 sec. indicated a correct exposure.



 
A  slow  shutter speed records the m otion of the w aterfall.

12‌24m m  lens, f/22 for 1/2 sec.

 
 

Fortunately, a low  tide along O regon‒s beautiful coastline, near Lincoln C ity, coincided
w ith this sunset. I had no trouble finding som e exposed rocks to clim b on top of for an
elevated position. I w anted to convey the energy of the incom ing surf. The only w ay to do
that w as by selecting the right shutter speed.

W ith m y cam era and 12‌24m m  lens m ounted to a tripod, I selected a shutter speed of 1/15
sec., slow  enough to render the w ave as a subtle blur, and adjusted m y aperture until f/8
indicated a correct exposure. Then I played the w aiting gam e, w atching for a w ave that
had enough energy to flow  into the entire fram e, top to bottom . W ithin a couple of
m inutes, I saw  m y w ave and captured it in the first im age.

A  few  seconds later, I shifted gears, choosing now  to convey the m ighty ocean as a calm
and tranquil landscape. W ith the aid of m y Tiffen variable 2- to 8-stop N D  filter set at a 5-
stop reduction, I then decreased m y aperture to f/22. This gave m e a total of 8 stops of
reduced light, and if w e do the m ath, it is no surprise that I ended up w ith a 15-second
exposure (1/8 sec. to 1/4 sec. to 1/2 sec. to 1 second to 2 seconds to 4 seconds to 8 seconds
and finally to 15 seconds). C learly, the m essage of this second im age is radically altered,
from  ―a force to be reckoned w ith‖ to som ething far m ore docile. B oth im ages are
effective, but by deliberately m anipulating the shutter speed (and using an N D  filter), I
changed the feel of the com position com pletely.



 
A  shutter speed of 1/15 sec. conveys the pow er of the ocean.

12‌24m m  lens, f/8 for 1/15 sec.

 

 
B y slow ing the shutter speed further, I shifted the im age‒s tone dram atically.

12‌24m m  lens, f/22 for 15 seconds w ith 2- to 8-stop N D  filter set to 5-stop reduction

 
 





V ID E O : C A PT U R IN G  M O T IO N

 

―There is video content at this location that is not currently supported for your
eR eading device. The caption for this content is displayed below .‖

 
Join m e as I use a slow  shutter speed to blur the m otion of rushing w ater. (1:18)

 
For som e years now , Lyon, France, has been holding a Fèt̀e des Lum ières (Festival of
Lights) every D ecem ber, partly in honor of the Lum iære brothers, w ho invented the
cinem atograph and are responsible for the birth of film . O ne staple of the festival is the
arrival from  G erm any of the largest Ferris w heel in continental Europe. Situated at Lyon‒s
Place B ellecour for m ore than a m onth, it offers num erous opportunities for m otion-filled
im ages, including one show ing this lone-rider statue against the background of the
m oving, illum inated w heel.

W ith m y tripod-m ounted cam era and 70‌200m m  lens set to f/11, and w ith m y ISO  at 100,
I chose a ―W ho cares?‖ aperture of f/11. I pointed m y lens at the dusky blue sky and took
a m eter reading, adjusting m y shutter speed until 4 seconds indicated a correct exposure.
O nce the ride started rotating, I m ade a num ber of exposures, one of w hich you see here.

 
A  4-second exposure captures the m otion of a Ferris w heel.

70‌300m m  lens, f/11 for 4 seconds



 
 





H O W  TO  C A PT U R E  M O V IN G  T R A FFIC  IN  L O W
L IG H T

 



T H E  C H A L L E N G E

 
C apturing cityscapes and landscapes in low  light w ith those long, blurred light trails from
passing cars m ay seem  tricky. A fter all, you‒re dealing w ith dim  light, long exposures, and
m oving subjects, not to m ention a narrow  w indow  of ideal shooting tim es that varies
throughout the year. There‒s also the issue of w here to m eter to achieve the best exposure
for the am bient light in the scene, as w ell as the best tim e of day and even tim e of year. If
the com bination of exposure, com position, and tim ing isn‒t right, the scene w ill look m ore
like a sim ple traffic shot w ith som e blurry cars, rather than a dram atic im age of light in
m otion.



T H E  SO L U T IO N

 
Shooting m oving traffic against the backdrop of a city skyline is a sim ple exposure as long
as you have a tripod. The highly sensitive light m eters in today‒s cam eras m ake the job of
establishing a correct exposure easy, even in very dim  light. You just need to know  w here
to take your m eter reading. In m y m any years of m aking these im ages, the correct option
is alm ost alw ays the sky.

H ere is how  to capture stunning im ages of m oving traffic in low  light:

‛ A ttach your cam era to a sturdy tripod.

‛ M eter off of the sky, and then recom pose to find your ideal com position.

‛ The speed and volum e of the traffic w ill dictate shutter speed, but you‒ll w ant a
m inim um  of 2 seconds to blur out the individual cars and create the long light trails
from  their headlights and taillights. If necessary, low er your ISO  to force the
slow er shutter speed.

‛ If you w ant great storytelling depth of field, use a w ide-angle lens set to f/16 or
f/22.

‛ If sky w ill be part of your com position, stage your shoot during the dusky blue
period just after sundow n, before the sky fades to black, or just after sunrise, w hile
the m orning light is still a w arm  glow .

‛ If the sky w ill not be part of the com position, you can shoot at any tim e of night.
Just rem em ber that the best traffic for this type of im age occurs during the m orning
and evening com m utes.

 

T IP: T H E  B E ST T IM E S TO  C A PT U R E  M O V IN G  T R A FFIC
The best traffic shots take place w hen the traffic flow  is at its peak (typically M onday
through Friday during the m orning and evening com m utes) and w hen there is soft light
from  a daw n or dusk sky to provide nice contrast. The tim e of year also plays an im portant
role. The odds of com bining a daw n or dusk sky w ith heavy traffic flow s increases
substantially during the late fall, w inter, and early spring, because the sunrise and sunset
tim es are closer to the heaviest com m uting tim es. Plus, m ost of a city‒s skyline w ill still be
w ell lit during those tim es since they are closer to the actual w ork hours. These realities
explain w hy the w eekend photographer often com es up em pty w hen trying for m oving
traffic shots w ith city skylines, since the interior office lights of the city skylines are often
turned off and there is seldom  a rush hour on Saturdays and Sundays.

 

W hen shooting this sim ple com position of an S-curve on Interstate 5 approaching
dow ntow n Seattle, I saw  six possible options for recording a correct exposure, the tw o
m ost extrem e show n here. In term s of their quantitative value, both im ages are exactly the


