
  

Exposure Modes

If you've read (and digested) the “Exposure Triangle” presentation 
(or PDF text) and you're still putting your camera to 'Auto' or 'P'..... 
read on.....

Some revision first.......

The three elements of the exposure triangle (how much 
light and for how long, for a given sensitivity of the 
sensor) impact one another. This is particularly the case 
when it comes to aperture and shutter speeds. As you 
increase the size of your aperture you let more light into 
your image sensor. As a result you will need a shorter 
shutter speed. In the opposite way, if you increase the 
length of time your shutter is open you decrease the 
aperture that you’ll need to get a well exposed shot.



  

Exposure Modes

There are, apart from 'Auto', at least three main methods of obtaining 
and using the 'right' exposure in your photography.

Fully Manual
Aperture Priority
Shutter Priority

It's worth looking at these modes in an historical order.... First there 
was fully manual, with a separate light meter, then a light meter built 
into the camera, then a method for balancing the exposure in-camera, 
then the two Priority modes and, later, full Auto or Program modes.



  

Exposure Modes

Manual
Before light meters were installed in cameras, the user had to either guess the 

lighting situation (the reflected light on the subject) or use a light meter. The 
light meter would give a light reading – the film speed was set on it and the 
meter would show which pairs of parameters – shutter speed and aperture – 
would be good for a normal exposure (bearing in mind that meters will always 
give the exposure value which would give a grey result – whether it's snow or 
coal.

Eventually, the light meter was built in to the camera (though not as long ago as 
you might think).

To set a manual exposure, you usually have to set the camera to your required 
aperture or shutter speed (based on the result you require), then match its 
reciprocal value – e.g. you decide on an aperture and then you have to move 
your shutter setting to give the correct, matched reading. Or you set a shutter 
speed and move the aperture to give a match. It's a matter of balance. These 
pairings are, of course, governed by the ISO or film speed. The settings are 
usually 'dialled in' from controls on the camera body.
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Manual (Continued)
It can be seen, then, that this is a fairly slow method of setting up your camera for 

correct exposure – and it also requires some knowledge of the properties of the 
apertures and shutter speeds set. How else would you know what aperture or 
shutter speed you want to start with? 

Check out the “Exposure Triangle” again if this doesn't make sense, but let's have 
a quick refresher on the properties of the Shutter and the Aperture......

Shutter Speed..... slow to blur the action, fast to freeze movement.

Aperture..... 

Small for a 'deep' depth of field (the amount in focus), usually good for 
landscapes, it will force slower shutter speeds (or it would be under-
exposed). 

Large for a narrow depth of field (throwing almost everything blurred 
except the part focused on, usually good for portraits, it will force a 
faster shutter speed (or it would be over-exposed)



  

Exposure Modes

After a while where Manual Exposure control (or the semi-automatic 
version) had become the norm, camera manufacturers started to put one 
or another of the 'semi-automatic' modes into cameras. You could get a 
camera that had Manual and either Aperture Priority (the most common) or 
Shutter Priority. 

Aperture Priority  the user selects the aperture required, depending on the effect 
required (remember the properties of small and large apertures). The Shutter 
speed will do the automatic part, setting itself at the reciprocal point where a 
'normal' exposure should be, with the information provided by the light meter.

Shutter Priority  the user sets the required shutter speed, depending on the effect 
required – to freeze action or to deliberately blur. The Aperture will set itself at the 
reciprocal point for a 'normal' exposure, using the information from the light meter. 



  

Exposure Modes
Most beginners to photography will start out by using the camera's automatic 
modes, letting the camera sort out the exposure so that they only have to worry 
about capturing the moment and composing properly.

However, as you become more confident, it's time to take more control of the 
camera and it's at this point that a fuller understanding of the camera's controls 
becomes crucial. 

Take shutter speeds, for example: not only do you need to understand the 
relationship that shutter speeds have with apertures, but you also need to be able 
to read a situation to decide which shutter speed is the right one to select.

One of the first considerations when setting a shutter speed is to choose one that is 
fast enough to prevent the dreaded blur caused by camera shake. Camera makers 
have invented several ways to minimise this, most notably in the form of image 
stabilisation systems. 

Clever use of your shutter speed will allow you to not only get sharp images  - it will 
increase your creativity and take you further up the ladder of photographic 
progress.



  

Exposure Modes
Aperture Priority (commonly uses a symbol of ‘A’ or Av’)

Set the aperture required and the camera calculates what shutter speed is 
appropriate for a 'normal' exposure in the lighting conditions. Larger aperture 
= faster shutter speed. Smaller aperture = longer shutter speed.

When to use Aperture Priority Mode? – the main impact that aperture has on images 
concerns Depth of Field (DOF), so use Aperture Priority Mode when you are attempting to 
have some control in this area. It can also be used to obtain a slower shutter speed for 
creative purposes.

If you want a shallow DOF (with the background blurred and therefore not distracting) select a 
large aperture and let the camera choose an appropriate shutter speed. Portrait 
photographers normally want a 'fast' lens, opening to at least f2, to get a narrow depth of field, 
keeping sometimes just the nose and eyes of the subject in best focus. 

If you want an image with everything in focus, pick a smaller aperture and let the camera 
choose an appropriate, longer shutter speed – often one that requires a tripod to eliminate 
camera shake.
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Aperture Priority continued

Set the aperture required and the camera calculates what shutter speed is 
appropriate for a 'normal' exposure in the lighting conditions. Larger aperture 
= faster shutter speed. Smaller aperture = longer shutter speed.

When selecting an Aperture, keep in mind that the camera will be choosing faster or longer 
shutter speeds and that there comes a point where shutter speeds get too long to continue to 
hand hold your camera (usually around 1/60th). You’ll need to consider using a tripod – or 
increasing the ISO. Also, if you’re photographing a moving subject, your shutter speed will 
impact how it’s captured and a slow shutter speed will mean your subject will be blurred..... 
but that's not necessarily a bad thing.

This is all starting to sound like the smallest apertures are going to be best for sharpness 
(because, in theory, the Depth of Field covers everything in front of the lens). Many lenses will 
'stop down' to a smallest aperture of f.22 or a higher number (smaller aperture, remember). 
Some will show that they go even smaller, like f.32. However, lens performance drops off 
sharply past, usually, about f.16..... so any smaller apertures that that will definitely show a 
poorer image resolution. Use f.22 as the absolute smallest aperture.



  

Exposure Modes
Shutter Priority (commonly uses a symbol of ‘T’, 'S' or Tv’)

Set the shutter speed you require and the camera calculates the aperture 
appropriate to the lighting conditions to give a 'normal' exposure. Fast shutter 
= larger aperture; Slow shutter = smaller aperture.

When to use Shutter Priority Mode? – different shutter speeds determine how ‘movement’ 
is captured in your images. As a result most people switch to shutter priority mode when they 
want more control over how to photograph a moving subject. Photographers of sports or any 
other 'action' shots use this mode most frequently.

If you want to photograph a fast-moving racing car but want to completely freeze it so there is 
no motion blur, you’d choose a fast shutter speed. The camera would take into account the 
available light and set an appropriate aperture. If instead you wanted to photograph the car 
but have some motion blur to illustrate how fast it's moving you might like to choose a slower 
shutter speed and the camera would choose a smaller aperture as a result. Conversely, you 
may want to slow down the action – waterfalls and rivers can benefit from a slower shutter 
speed (even if this technique is now a little 'old hat').

As the camera chooses different apertures, reciprocating the shutter speed, it will impact the 
Depth of Field in your image. A fast shutter speed will choose a wider aperture and, as a 
result, give a narrower DOF.
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Shutter Priority continued.....

If you select a Shutter Speed and then find that the camera cannot find an Aperture to suit – 
because it would need to go outside its 'range' - then you will have to think about adjusting 
the ISO until the camera finds a suitable aperture.

There's nothing worse than coming home with loads of pictures only to find out that they all 
have camera shake because the shutter speed you used was too slow. It's best to know your 
limits before you go out, so why not use this little test?

Stick a newspaper up on the wall and stand in front of it with your camera (with a standard 
lens) hand-held without leaning on anything for stability. Set your camera to shutter-priority 
and select a speed of 1/125th sec and take a few pictures, checking your LCD carefully or 
putting them all on a computer later. Hopefully all of them will be sharp, so select 1/60th sec 
and try again. Keep using increasingly slower shutter speeds until you reach the point where 
you can only get one out of three sharp. This is the absolute slowest setting you should try to 
handhold in the field with that lens, while the lowest speed with consistently shake-free 
images would be better. 

Try again with a longer lens. Generally, it's a good rule to never have a hand-held shutter 
speed that is longer than the focal length of your lens (If you see what I mean. Don't be too 
disheartened by the results – practice with a good technique for  hand-holding and things will 
gradually improve.
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Practice
Shutter and Aperture Priority modes give you more control over your images but they can 
take a little practice to get used to. As you use them you need to not only think about the 
setting that YOU set but also keep an eye on the setting that the camera selects for you.

When shooting in Av or Tv modes shoot a number of images of the same subject at different 
settings. Experienced photographers using digital cameras often use the histogram facility 
that the camera has.

The best way to learn about Shutter priority and Aperture Priority modes is to grab your 
camera and go play! Switch to Av or Tv and try the different settings (taking lots of shots as 
you go). Particularly watch how the camera makes changes to compensate for your 
selections and what impact it has upon the shots that you take. Think of your subject – do you 
want to freeze the action, and have some blurring in front of or behind? Or see how much you 
can get in focus. See what happens to the histogram and you'll soon be expert at that as well.

In Av, take some shots at large apertures and see how it blurs the background (but also 
increases the shutter speed) and then head to the other end of the spectrum to take some 
shots at the smallest aperture you can.

In Tv Mode play with fast and slow shutter speeds and see how that affects DOF.
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Auto modes (or 'Program')
After all this technical stuff about Manual, Aperture and Shutter Priorities, you can be forgiven 
for feeling confused. So you want to stick with 'Auto'? Well, it's not all bad news... there are 
some perfectly good reasons for using Auto...... and several good reasons against.

For..... it saves you ever looking at your camera's controls, leaving you free to concentrate on 
the composition of the image.

Against..... all (or very nearly all) the creative uses of the camera come from a good working 
knowledge of its basic parts. Those parts cannot be controlled in Auto or P.

Then there are those special settings you sometimes find.... 'Sport', 'Snow', 'Landscape', 
'Portrait' etc. What do you think is going on there? Essentially, the camera is choosing the 
'right' aperture or shutter speed to suit. You'd do the same to some extent but did you really 
want to 'freeze' that skater or did you want to show some blur to indicate his speed? You may 
want a smaller aperture for the landscape but not necessarily. Similar with other settings.... it 
sets a large aperture for portraits, while snow may get some extra exposure. But when the 
camera runs out of its normal confines it will adjust the ISO to suit. It's taking charge of YOU! 
So it might suit drivers of automatic cars or Mac users, but the rest of us want to take charge 
of the camera!


