
Long Exposure Photography
Worth the wait
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What is long exposure photography?

• Using a long exposure to deliberately blur moving objects…
…while keeping static objects sharp
It’s important to have both static and moving elements in the scene

• While technically the same, I like to differentiate between:
• Slow shutter-speed photography

• Uses motion blur to depict movement
• Exposure time less that 1 s

• Long exposure photography
• Uses long exposures to create effect
• Exposure time greater than 1 s
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Slow shutter speed photography

• Useful for using motion blur to show movement
• People
• Cars/trains/aeroplanes
• Wheels/propellers

• Does not require special techniques or equipment
• Just a matter of adjusting the exposure variables to achieve the 

required effect
• I normally use shutter priority exposure control (S/Tv)
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Motion blur – fast moving subject

• Using a slow shutter speed, 
with a fast-moving subject, 
creates motion blur

• This gives a sense of 
movement

• In this example, the blurred 
subject works

• Because the train is moving 
fast, the shutter speed doesn’t 
need to be that slow ISO 200      1/60 s      f/2.8
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Motion blur – slow moving subject

• In this example, the subject is 
moving slowly, so a slower 
shutter speed is needed to blur 
his movement

• To obtain the required shutter 
speed, a higher ISO had to be 
used

• A slower shutter speed would 
have blurred the subject too 
much

ISO 800      1/30 s      f/2.8
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Panning

• Panning allows moving 
subjects to be sharp

• Background is then blurred, 
providing the sense of motion

ISO 125      1/30 s      f/4
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Long exposure photography

• Useful for:
• Producing light trails
• Light painting
• Creating dynamic clouds
• Smoothing water movements
• Removing people/cars from a scene

• Requires special techniques and equipment
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Basics for long exposure photography

• Use a tripod
• Preferably with a remote release
• Some cameras with IBIS will allow long-ish exposures hand-held

• Use the lowest native ISO, whenever possible
• Manual exposure is usually recommended (M)

• Some cameras will allow long-ish exposures on auto
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Light trails

• Light trails are usually taken at 
night, when long exposures are 
naturally available

• Exposure times of several 
seconds can normally be 
used, without the use of 
neutral density filters

• Always expose for the 
background and adjust the 
exposure variables to give the 
exposure time that you require

ISO 200      5 s      f/11
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Light painting

• Light painting involves moving 
a light source around (at night) 
while the shutter is held open

• A small aperture is normally 
used to keep the background 
dark

• Typically, f/8 to f/11

• Shutter speeds are typically 
10s to 60 s

10

ISO 100      30 s      f/11



Dynamic clouds

• Uses the same principle as 
light trails, but:

• There is more light (daylight)
• Clouds move slowly

• Exposures of >30 s are 
generally needed, in relatively 
bright light

• A neutral density filter must be 
used to achieve the correct 
exposure

Photo by Jacob Granneman
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Neutral Density (ND) filters

• Reduce amount of light, 
without affecting colour 
balance

• Can be from 1 stop to 10 
stops (or more)

• Some cameras with 
computational features have 
built-in “ND filters”

• [A polarising filter can act as 
a 1-2 stop ND filter]
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ND filter designations

• f-stop reduction
• The number of stops light 

reduction
• Filter Factor

• The factor by which the light is 
reduced

• Optical Density
• Log10 (Filter Factor)
• Increases in steps of 0.3

f-stop reduction Filter Factor Optical Density
1-stop ND2 0.3
2-stop ND4 0.6
3-stop ND8 0.9
4-stop ND16 1.2
5-stop ND32 1.5
6-stop ND64 1.8
7-stop ND125 2.1
8-stop ND250 2.4
9-stop ND500 2.7

10-stop ND1000 3.0
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Variable ND filter

• More convenient than having 
several ND filters of different 
strength

• Rotates to vary the density
• Like a circular polariser

• Typically, 2-8 stops range
• Slightly greater image 

degradation than fixed ND filters
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Graduated Neutral Density (GND) Filters

• Allow bright skies to be darkened
• Gives a more balanced exposure

• Can be rotated so that transition 
aligns with skyline

• Rectangular filters can be moved 
up and down

• NOT suitable for long exposure 
photography
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Graduated ND filter Example
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Setting exposure when using an ND filter

• It’s difficult if not impossible to see the image in the viewfinder 
when using an ND filter, so:

• Compose your image and measure exposure without the filter
• Add the filter and then adjust the exposure accordingly

• In manual mode

• For example, if shutter speed was 1/30 s without the filter and 
you’re adding a 6-stop ND filter:

• Increase exposure by six stops
• i.e 1/30..1/15..1/8..1/4..1/2..1..    2 s
                                  1 stop        2 stop    3 stop    4 stop    5 stop  6 stop
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Smooth water

• Long exposures can be used to produce a smooth, milky effect on 
water

• Sea with waves
• Ponds with ripples
• Waterfalls

• Again, photos are usually taken in daylight, so ND filter needed to 
obtain correct exposure when using a very slow shutter speed

• Shutter speeds of, typically, 1-10 s
• depending on the effect you require

• Set exposure using the same technique as for clouds
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Water smoothed by long exposure using an 
ND filter
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Removing [moving] people

• A slow shutter speed will blur 
moving people

• They also become 
underexposed

• If the shutter speed is slow 
enough, they will become so 
underexposed that they 
disappear

• An ND filter will probably be 
needed to remove all people ISO 200      2 s      f/8
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Summing up

• Using a long exposure blurs movement
• A tripod keeps the camera steady, so the static parts of the image 

remain sharp
• A neutral density filter prevents over-exposure when using long 

exposures
• Manual exposure is often needed, especially when using a neutral 

density filter
• Keeping the ISO low helps to get the exposure right and provides 

clean images
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