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			28–70mm lens at 28mm, ISO 200, 2.5 seconds at f/8
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			70–200mm lens at 120mm, ISO 100, 1/3 sec. at f/14
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			28–70mm lens at 32mm, ISO 200, 1/13 sec. at f/14

			
				Every photograph is a lie, but it is within that lie that a mountain of truth is revealed! And the climb toward that mountain of truth is greatly accelerated when one’s steps are rooted in the simple understanding of exposure.

				—BRYAN F. PETERSON
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		INTRODUCTION

		On a recent field workshop, one of my students got wind of the fact that I was writing still another revision of Understanding Exposure: “Are you seriously writing another revised edition of Understanding Exposure?”

		Considering I was working on the third edition, my initial response was a simple one: “You bet I am! And you know what they say, the third time’s the charm!” His question was certainly a fair one, and my response was not an attempt to be flippant nor did it suggest that the first two attempts had fallen short of the mark—quite the contrary, in fact. I’m incredibly humbled by the sales of both the first and second editions of Understanding Exposure. And so perhaps the better question might be, “Why mess with a winning formula?” To be clear, I am not messing with the winning formula, but since the release of the second edition of Understanding Exposure in 2004, a great deal of change has taken place in the photo industry, and unfortunately, those changes—changes that imply a positive message about exposure—have, in fact, created even more confusion among photographers.

		Still, I’m pleased to say that the formula (or what I call the Photographic Triangle) for successful exposure has not changed one iota since the inception of photography- or since I wrote the first edition of Understanding Exposure back in 1990—despite the digital age we’re now living in, and will be living in for what I’m guessing is years and years to come. A correct exposure was, is, and will always be a combination of your choice of the right size hole in your lens (the aperture), the right amount of time this light is allowed to remain on the digital sensor (the shutter speed), and sensitivity to light (the ISO).

		Back in the day, the pinhole camera proved to be a terrific tool for recording an exposure; it was much like a lightproof shoe box that held a piece of light-sensitive film and had a hole in it, and as far as I’m concerned, the digital cameras of today are nothing more than lightproof shoe boxes with a piece of light-sensitive “film” (the sensor) inside. Granted, they don’t look like lightproof shoe boxes, but they perform in much the same way as those first cameras, albeit with the ability to record a single image a bit faster.

		[image: ]

		12–24mm lens at 14mm, ISO 100, 2 seconds at f/5.6

		And yet despite these similarities, there are several reasons why I find it necessary to update Understanding Exposure yet again. Since 2004, when the second edition was published, the Digital Age was, in many respects, in its infancy. Now that the Digital Age has grown up, it’s also fair to say that more shooters than ever before—especially those who are just starting out in photography—are more confused than ever before, and for this, I hold the camera manufacturers responsible.

		In manufacturers’ attempts to make so much of the picture-taking process automated, the once-simple manual cameras of yesterday are, in fact, today reminiscent of the cockpit of a Boeing 747. And I don’t know about you, but I find the cockpit of a 747 amazingly intimidating! The once-straightforward shutter speed dial on the camera body and the aperture dial normally found on the lens have taken a backseat to dials that are crammed with “features” such as Landscape mode, Flower mode, Portrait mode, Aperture Priority mode, Action Sequence mode, Sports mode, Group Portrait mode, Shutter Priority mode, and Program mode. There’s even a Bee on Flower mode!

		Combine all of that supposed automation with auto White Balance, auto ISO, and auto Flash, and you’ve got a huge recipe for frustration. Attesting to the frustration are the many shooters who’ve discovered that automation works only sometimes and only with some subjects. As my e-mail in-box shows on a daily basis, there’s nothing worse (or perhaps more embarrassing) for beginning photographers than when they’re asked, after taking a really nice image, how they did it—and have absolutely no clue!

		I recall with vivid detail one photographer who truly had a remarkable eye. She had only been shooting with her new Nikon D300 and her 18–200mm zoom lens for eleven months, yet she was receiving a great deal of attention from her peers. As the attention increased, so did the questions—namely, “How did you expose for that?” or “How did you expose for this?”—and as the weeks turned into months, she found herself avoiding any discussions about her work, chiefly for one reason: She honestly did not have a clue how she did it. In fact, in her first e-mail to me, she credited “dumb luck” for much of her work, at least in the area of exposure. And she also expressed a great deal of frustration at not seeming to be able to “get her head around exposure.” I, of course, suggested she start with a copy of Understanding Exposure, and it was about three weeks later that she wrote again, exclaiming that “it all makes such perfect sense! I get it, and I am shooting in manual exposure mode!” As every student in my online classes and in my on-location workshops soon learns, the only time I use the word auto is when I have a student named Otto.
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		17–55mm lens at 22mm, ISO 125, 6 seconds at f/14

		 

		Understanding exposure is not hard at all, as more than 300,000 photographers have already discovered. The only requirement is that you throw away your camera instruction manual after you reference it to learn one thing: how to set the controls to manual. And here’s a clue: On every DSLR, you will find the symbol M, and when the dial is set to M, you’re in the copilot’s seat, about to go on your maiden voyage. Sure, setting your camera to M might seem scary at first, but no worries, since I, as the captain, am sitting right next to you. Then, following the first chapter of this book, you will be flying solo! And once you begin to experience the freedom of truly flying on your own, you’ll ask yourself, “What ever possessed me to think I couldn’t make a manual exposure?” Honestly, it’s that easy! With manual exposure, the world of truly creative exposures opens up, and not surprisingly, with each and every page you turn, you’ll be enjoying even greater photographic journeys, as you soar from one location to the next!

		In addition, in this third edition I’ve replaced over half of the photographs with new ones, which not only gives the book a freshened-up appearance but also enables me to broaden the covered topics. And to this end, I’ve also included two new and invaluable subjects that also have much to do with making successful exposures today: High Dynamic Range (HDR) photography and electronic flash. My important yet simply basic primer on the use both of your camera’s electronic flash and of ring flash are invaluable for those of you who may one day migrate toward the world of macro photography.

		HDR photography has been a real boon to many experienced shooters, as this method of image-making opens the door to a whole new world of “extreme” exposures, but as you will learn, HDR photography is still rooted in the basic fundamentals of the Photographic Triangle; in other words, HDR photography still relies on you to pick either the most creative aperture or the most creative shutter speed.

		Flash photography is a subject that I’ve never addressed before in this book, and the reason was really quite simple: Most readers of the previous editions were inclined to do most of their picture-taking outside on weekend outings or their annual vacations, where the use of flash wouldn’t normally come into play. And perhaps most of all, flash was, until a few years ago, a complex enough subject that it really needed its own book, so I reasoned that the subject of flash couldn’t really be addressed in a few pages. Obviously, that has changed, and the ease of on-camera flash is now one of the things for which camera manufacturers really deserve credit. Simply put, automated through-the lens (TTL) flash delivers on its promise of “foolproof flash exposure” far more often than not, and the information I provide in this third edition of Understanding Exposure is just enough to get you started on the road of creative flash exposure.

		And finally—and unlike the first and second editions of Understanding Exposure—this third edition will allow you, the reader, and I to have a much stronger connection, thanks in large part to the technology that exists today: namely the Internet and its offering of high-speed connections. I’ve put together a series of video streams that I know will not only serve to reaffirm what you’re about to learn but that will also affirm the great progress that I know you’ll be making in your pursuit of photographic excellence. Whether you struggle with finding the controls for manual or don’t know what I mean when I say “I adjusted my shutter speed until a correct exposure was indicated” or are still not quite sure where to focus when shooting storytelling images or don’t quite know how to handhold the camera when panning at slow shutter speeds or can’t determine where to set the your exposure when shooting a sunset, there are video streams now available that will show you how.

		In closing, keep in mind that you’re not alone in the confusion or frustration you sometimes experience, and if you ever need someone to talk to, I would encourage you to get online with other like-minded shooters who participate daily in a public forum where just about anything photographic is discussed. Whether you have questions or wish to contribute an answer or simply want to upload photos for some honest feedback, simply go to www.ppsop.com/forum. Just like the video library, the forum is 100 percent free.
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			TO ACCESS THE VIDEO STREAMS

			Access Bryan Peterson’s Understanding Exposure video streams exclusive for readers of this book at www.ppsop.com/understandingexposure [inactive]. After following a few simple prompts, the entire library of video streams on Understanding Exposure is yours for the viewing. These video streams are free, and you can view them as many times as you wish.
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		DEFINING EXPOSURE
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		Nikon D2X, at 15mm, ISO 100, f/4

		 

		What Is Meant by “Exposure”?

		Just as it was 100 years ago, and just as it was in 1970 when I made my first exposure, today every camera—be it digital or film—is nothing more than a lightproof box with a lens at one end and a digital card or light-sensitive film at the other. The same light enters the lens (the aperture), and after a certain amount of time (determined by shutter speed) an image will be recorded (on digital media or film). This recorded image has been called—since day one—an exposure, and it still is.

		Sometimes, the word exposure refers to a finished image: “Wow, that’s a nice exposure!” At other times, it refers to the digital card or film: “I’ve only got a few exposures left.” But more often than not, the word exposure refers to the amount, and act, of light falling on photosensitive material (either the digital card or film). And in this context, it comes up most often as part of a question—a question I’ve heard more often than any other: “Hey, Bryan, what should my exposure be?” (In other words, how much light should hit the digital media/film and for how long?) And my answer is always the same: “Your exposure should be correct!”

		Although my answer appears to be flippant, it really is the answer. A correct exposure really is what every amateur and professional alike hopes to accomplish with his or her camera.

		Up until about 1975, before many autoexposure cameras arrived on the scene, every photographer had to choose both an aperture and shutter speed that, when correct, would record a correct exposure. The choices in aperture and shutter speed were directly influenced by the film’s ISO (speed or sensitivity to light). Most photographers’ exposures would be based on the available natural light. And when the available light wasn’t enough, they’d resort to using flash or a tripod.

		Today, most cameras are equipped with so much automation that they promise to do it all for you, allowing photographers to concentrate solely on what they wish to shoot. “Just keep this dial here set to P and fire away! The camera will do everything else,” says the enthusiastic salesman at the camera shop. Oh, if only that were true! Most—if not all—of you who bought this book have a do-it-all-for-you camera, yet you still find yourself befuddled, confused, and frustrated by exposure. Why is that? It’s because your do-it-all-for-you camera is not living up to that promise, and/or you have finally reached the point at which you want to consistently record correct photographic exposures.
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			SETTING & USING YOUR CAMERA ON MANUAL EXPOSURE

			I know of no other way to consistently make correct exposures than to learn how to shoot a fully manual exposure. Once you’ve learned how to shoot in manual exposure mode (it’s really terribly easy), you’ll better understand the outcome of your exposures when you choose to shoot in semi- or full autoexposure mode.

			With your camera and lens in front of you, set your camera dial to M for manual. (If you’re unsure of how to set your camera to manual exposure mode, read the manual!) Get someone to use as your subject and go to a shady part of your yard or a neighborhood park, or if it’s an overcast day, anywhere in the yard or park will do. Regardless of your camera, and regardless of what lens you’re using, set your lens opening to the number 5.6 (f/5.6). Place your subject up against the house or some six- to eight-foot shrubbery. Now, look through the viewfinder and focus on your subject. Adjust your shutter speed until the camera’s light meter indicates a “correct” exposure in your viewfinder and take the photograph. You’ve just made a manual correct exposure!

			Operating in manual exposure mode is empowering, so make a note of this memorable day!
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		The do-it-all camera >often falls short of its promise, yielding disappointing results (top). Use your camera’s manual settings (bottom), or at the very least, know how light and dark interact on digital media or film so that you can be assured of getting it right even when you’re in autoexposure mode. (Note: To determine the successful exposure, I moved in close to the subject and took a meter reading off his face; I then backed up to reframe and make the exposure.)

		Both photos: 35–70mm lens at 35mm. Top: f/5.6 for 1/500 sec. in Program mode. Bottom: f/5.6 for 1/90 sec. in manual mode

		The Photographic Triangle

		The last thing I want you to do is forever leave your camera’s aperture at f/5.6 and simply adjust your shutter speed for the light falling on your subject until the viewfinder indicates a correct exposure. Before you forge ahead with your newfound ease in setting a manual exposure, you need to learn some basic concepts about exposure.

		A correct exposure is a simple combination of three important factors: aperture, shutter speed, and ISO. Since the beginning of photography, these same three factors have always been at the heart of every exposure, whether that exposure was correct or not, and they still are today—even with digital cameras. I refer to them as the photographic triangle.

		Locate the button, wheel, or dial on your camera or lens that controls the aperture. If you’re using an older camera and lens, the aperture control is a ring that you turn on the lens itself. Whether you push buttons, turn a wheel, or rotate a ring on the lens, you’ll see a series of numbers coming up in the viewfinder or on the lens itself. Of all of the numbers you’ll see, take note of 4, 5.6, 8, 11, 16, and maybe even 22. (If you’re shooting with a fixed-zoom-lens digital camera, you may find that your apertures don’t go past 8 or maybe 11.) Each one of these numbers corresponds to a specific opening in your lens, and these openings are called f-stops. So in photographic terms, the 4 is called f/4, the 5.6 is f/5.6, and so on. The primary function of these lens openings is to control the volume of light that reaches the digital media or film during an exposure. The smaller the f-stop number, the larger the lens opening; the larger the f-stop number, the smaller the lens opening.

		[image: ]

		Over the years, I’ve sought out the rooftop levels of parking garages around the world, because they often afford great views of the surrounding areas and streets below. However, it’s the parking garage of the Tampa International Airport in Florida that is the only one I’ve actually photographed. The combination of the bold red-and-white signs and contrasting blue sky and white clouds makes for a surreal landscape.     I reasoned this empty oasis of color and light would soon be filling up with cars, so I was quick to set up on tripod. With my aperture set to f/22, I focused one-third of the way into the scene (focusing on the Out 97 sign) to ensure the maximum depth of field, and then I simply adjusted my shutter speed until 1/100 sec. indicated a correct exposure and fired away. When composing scenes with my telephoto lens that require front-to-back sharpness, I find the age-old method of focusing one-third of the way into the scene, combined with the smallest aperture (f/22 or f/32), will often provide the necessary front-to-back sharpness, as you see

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		The Heart of the Triangle: The Light Meter
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		Six Correct Exposures vs. One Creatively Correct One

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		Seven Creative Exposure Options
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