Creative Exposure
Notes by Tony Smith
Introduction

Exposure simply refers to the amount of light incident on the sensor (or film): the sensor illumination x the exposure time. Hence, exposure is determined entirely by the scene brightness (luminance), the aperture (f-number) and the exposure time (shutter speed). The term ‘exposure’ does not refer to the lightness or darkness of the final image. That is determined by other factors, such as the ISO setting and post-capture processing (image editing). 

Most picture taking situations have at least six possible combinations of f/stops and shutter speed combinations that will all result in a correct exposure; not a creatively correct exposure but a correct exposure. Only one, or sometimes two, of these combinations of f/stop and shutter speed, however, is the creatively correct motion-filled exposure. 

First of all, what do we mean by ‘correct’ exposure? When making an exposure we normally try our best to avoid ‘burning out’ or ‘clipping’ the highlights of a scene, while at the same time, providing enough exposure to reveal details in the darkest or shadow areas. In other words, when we look at the histogram, an acceptable or ‘correctly’ exposed image fits between the left and right sides of the area available, leaving some space on both sides. If ‘noise’ and dynamic range are your criteria for image quality, the aim of exposure control must be to maximise exposure. That is, to use a low ISO setting and an exposure that just avoids clipping the highlights. The result will be the best dynamic range and tonal range achievable in those conditions with the camera. However, if the brightness (or luminance) range of a scene exceeds the dynamic range of the sensor, we have to resort to various strategies to overcome this problem. For instance, graduated neutral density filters may be used to mask a bright sky area. Below is some f/stop and shutter speed combinations that provide the same (arbitrary) exposure. 

· f/4 at 1/250 sec
· f/5.6 at 1/125 sec
· f/8 at 1/60 sec
· f/11 at 1/30 sec*
· f/16 at 1/15 sec*
· f/22 at 1/8 sec*

*may result in ‘camera shake’ unless camera securely mounted. 

Each of the above combinations will expose the sensor to the same quantitative amount of light. Hence, what difference does it make which combination of aperture and shutter speed we use as long as the camera meter indicates it is the ‘correct’ exposure? The answer is a great deal of difference to the impact of the creative possibilities available to us. Take, for instance, the choice of shutter speed: fast shutter speeds tend to freeze action, while slow shutter speeds blur motion. On the other hand, aperture size (f/stop) determines the depth of field (DOP): small apertures (large f numbers) give us a deep DOP, while large apertures (small f numbers) give us a shallow DOP. A shallow DOP will give us a nicely blurred background that does not distract from the subject (e.g. flower of portrait); while a deep DOP will be ideal for landscapes, seascapes and architectural photography.  

It is, therefore extremely important to choose the particular aperture and shutter speed combination that will give you not only the ‘correct’ exposure but the CREATIVELY correct exposure. The difference between choosing any of the ‘correct’ aperture and shutter speed combinations and choosing the ‘creatively correct exposure’ is often huge. 

