Practical Examples of the Exposure Triangle

Week three of the course introduced you to the two remaining elements of the exposure
triangle; shutter speed and ISO. While in theory many of you should be starting to
understand how each part works, putting it into practice, or knowing which element to
adjust can be a little trickier.
Let’s just refresh what each of the semi-automatic modes do.
Program Mode (P Mode) attempts to control all three elements of the exposure triangle to
create a correctly exposed image
Aperture Priority allows you to determine the Aperture while the camera does it’s best to
balance ISO and shutter speed to create a correctly exposed image
Shutter Priority allows you to control how long you would like the shutter to be open for
while the camera does it’s best to use both Aperture and ISO to create a correctly exposed
image.
While these modes can be very useful, at some point you will want to, or need to, control
more than one element. That is where Manual Mode comes into play.
Let’s first have a look at what you would see in your viewfinder in manual mode (and in
some semi-automatic modes). Displayed below is a displayed in a Canon viewfinder.

Becoming familiar with what your viewfinder (or rear display) shows will help you quickly
determine corrections you may need to make.
The Exposure level indicator is a great resource which, in theory, helps you correctly expose
your photo. It would be simple to assume that so long as the meter is in the middle, your
photo will be correctly exposed. In practice however, this is not always the case.
Scenarios where you do NOT want the meter dead centre will be covered more in the
coming weeks but for now, let’s work on the assumption that it is correct and you are trying
to use your knowledge of Shutter Speed, Aperture and ISO to correctly expose your image.
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Examples
Portraiture
Portraiture photography commonly relies heavily on Aperture as a primary control point.
For this reason, you would likely be setting your Aperture first to ensure facial elements are
in focus while background elements are nicely blurred (commonly referred to as Bokeh).
In the photo to the right, you can see that it is
currently underexposed.
The settings were:
Aperture:
Shutter Speed:
ISO:

f/1.4
1/40 (or a 40th of a
second)
400

At the time when it was taken, the exposure level indicator would be sitting around 1 stop
to the left of the middle.
At this stage there are three ways to increase the exposure by 1 stop
1) Open the aperture wider (in this case, not possible as the widest aperture on this
lens was 1.4
2) Decrease the shutter speed allowing a longer exposure. In this case that would have
made hand holding the camera harder and would have introduced camera shake
3) Increase the ISO
By increasing the ISO by 1 stop (doubling the ISO 400 x 2 is ISO 800) a correct exposure can
be achieved. While this may introduce noise, at ISO 800 it would be acceptable and possibly
not discernible.
Aperture:
Shutter Speed:
ISO:

f/1.4
1/40 (or a 40th of a
second)
800
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Landscape
Landscape photography, depending on the composition of course, generally favours a long
exposure. Unless you are trying to freeze an element or if the wind is moving objects such as
trees creating an unpleasant effect, slowing down moving elements such as shifting sand or
water can often create a pleasing effect.
In the photo to the right, we can see a well exposed image. The settings are:
Aperture:
Shutter Speed:
ISO:

f/16
1/15 (one fifteenth of a
second)
800

Now, what if we wanted to slow the water down a little to give it a more “milky” effect?
With landscape, having most your image in focus is often desirable. The aperture is set
purposefully to achieve this so we don’t really want to mess with that.
The ISO is set to 800. If we reduced to the ISO to 100, that would make the image 3 stops
darker.
To bring the image back to a correct exposure, we would decrease the shutter speed 3 stops
from 1/15th of a second to 1/2 a second to allow a longer exposure. This in turn will make
the moving water have a silkier look.
Aperture:
Shutter Speed:
ISO:

f/16
1/2 second
100
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Sports photography
With sports photography, freezing the action is generally the desired effect.
The image to the right was taken with the following values:
Aperture:
Shutter Speed:
ISO:

f/5.6
1/250 (250th of a second)
100

When shooting in very well lit conditions you
can often find there is too much light. With
the photo here, it was quite an overcast day.
The image is acceptable but there is a slight
blur occurring with the fast-moving players.
At f/5.6 the aperture could be increased by a stop to 4.0 as the lens that was using allows
this. This would still maintain a zone of acceptable sharpness (depth of field) giving us 1
extra stop to give to shutter speed.
In addition to this, you could increase the ISO to 200. With the adjustment we made to the
Aperture, that gives us 2 stops in total.
The final configuration would look like:
Aperture:
Shutter Speed:
ISO:

f/4.0
1/1000
200

