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Creative Exposure 

A Discussion at Lane Cove Creative Photography, January 2017

The big question is "What is the 

The answer is, it depends.  

The correct exposure may be the generation of a perfectly formed and balanced histogram where all the 

tones resolve to a symmetrical bell shaped curve with no clipping of shadows or highlights. In other 

words technically correct exposure.

Or maybe not. 

In practice we can usually expect the curve to be not an exact or smooth bell shape because it would be 

a rare subject that would contain 

The histogram shown to the left 

of technically correct histogram

It resembles the bell shape and does not display any 

clipping of shadows or highlights. 

produce standard photographs that are more related to a 

documentary style than a creative style.

But is it the correct exposure? 

This is where creativity and visualisation provide the answer. When we consider creativity in 

photography we often require something other than the technically correct 

particular mood or feeling.  

So the answer to the big question is

photograph. Is it to record and inform or is it to delight and entertain.

document an occasion or event or is it to create a visual record o

see before you. 

Are you taking or making a photograph?

Achieving Correct Exposure

Achieving the correct exposure is more than just selecting an 

allows the right amount of light to fall on the camera's sensor. It also refers to the creative control you 

apply to obtain the desired characteristics of the final photograph.  Do you want to have a shallow depth 

of field or maximum sharpness? Do you want to show motion or freeze the action? 

these factors will determine the correct exposure in terms of your choice of 

may also depend on whether or not you may use filters to obtain the correct e

The photographer who understands and 

far more creative images than the 

Creative photography is not about making tech

technical perfection as their only attribute are generally very mundane, usually boring and quickly 

forgotten. By applying creativity, we can achieve sufficiently technically correct photographs while 

simultaneously producing stunning, compelling pictures that will have a lasting effect on the viewer's 

memory. 

Creative Exposure - High Key/Low Key

A Discussion at Lane Cove Creative Photography, January 2017

"What is the correct exposure?" 

The correct exposure may be the generation of a perfectly formed and balanced histogram where all the 

tones resolve to a symmetrical bell shaped curve with no clipping of shadows or highlights. In other 

technically correct exposure.  

In practice we can usually expect the curve to be not an exact or smooth bell shape because it would be 

a rare subject that would contain such a totally even balance of tones.  

The histogram shown to the left is an example of the kind 

technically correct histogram we can expect to obtain. 

It resembles the bell shape and does not display any 

clipping of shadows or highlights. A result that tends to 

produce standard photographs that are more related to a 

entary style than a creative style. 

This is where creativity and visualisation provide the answer. When we consider creativity in 

photography we often require something other than the technically correct 

So the answer to the big question is, it depends on your purpose, the reason you are making a 

photograph. Is it to record and inform or is it to delight and entertain. Is it to as accurately as possible 

occasion or event or is it to create a visual record of your mood or feelings about what you 

Are you taking or making a photograph? 

Achieving Correct Exposure 

Achieving the correct exposure is more than just selecting an f-stop/shutter spe

allows the right amount of light to fall on the camera's sensor. It also refers to the creative control you 

apply to obtain the desired characteristics of the final photograph.  Do you want to have a shallow depth 

arpness? Do you want to show motion or freeze the action? 

these factors will determine the correct exposure in terms of your choice of f-stop and shutter speed. It 

may also depend on whether or not you may use filters to obtain the correct exposure.

photographer who understands and creatively applies the myriad concepts of exposure will produce 

images than the photographer who opts always for the technically correct exposure

Creative photography is not about making technically perfect photographs. Photographs that have 

technical perfection as their only attribute are generally very mundane, usually boring and quickly 

forgotten. By applying creativity, we can achieve sufficiently technically correct photographs while 

ltaneously producing stunning, compelling pictures that will have a lasting effect on the viewer's 

High Key/Low Key 

A Discussion at Lane Cove Creative Photography, January 2017 

The correct exposure may be the generation of a perfectly formed and balanced histogram where all the 

tones resolve to a symmetrical bell shaped curve with no clipping of shadows or highlights. In other 

In practice we can usually expect the curve to be not an exact or smooth bell shape because it would be 

This is where creativity and visualisation provide the answer. When we consider creativity in 

photography we often require something other than the technically correct exposure to create a 

it depends on your purpose, the reason you are making a 

Is it to as accurately as possible 

your mood or feelings about what you 

stop/shutter speed combination that 

allows the right amount of light to fall on the camera's sensor. It also refers to the creative control you 

apply to obtain the desired characteristics of the final photograph.  Do you want to have a shallow depth 

arpness? Do you want to show motion or freeze the action? The answers to 

stop and shutter speed. It 

xposure. 

of exposure will produce 

opts always for the technically correct exposure. 

nically perfect photographs. Photographs that have 

technical perfection as their only attribute are generally very mundane, usually boring and quickly 

forgotten. By applying creativity, we can achieve sufficiently technically correct photographs while 

ltaneously producing stunning, compelling pictures that will have a lasting effect on the viewer's 



Tonal Range 

An important factor in determining the correct exposure for your final image is the tonal range of the 

subject. All subjects will display

shades of grey in between. However, s

tonal range. For example you may choose to have only greys to convey a particular

black and white for dramatic tone dropo

In digital photography the tonal range is also referred to as dynamic range and is denoted as a numerical 

scale where 0 represents pure black

between 1 and 254. 

The following illustration shows this graphically.

 

The tonal range of the average digital sensor is equivalent to about 10 

greater than 10 f-stops you then have some creative choices to make, you can:

1. Change the lighting arrangement to better balance the tones. This can be done by 

adding more lights, moving the position of the lights or using 

shadows or a scrim to darken the highlights.

2. If possible move you

3. Change the colours or tones of the subject matter

clothing. 

4. Decide to expose for the shadows to maint

5. Decide to expose for the highlights to maintain detail and forgo some shadow detail.

On the other hand if the tonal range is too flat you can:

1. Change the lighting to increase the contrast. This can be done by 

moving the position of the lights, such as moving one light closer to the subject.

2. If possible move your subject to another location.

An important factor in determining the correct exposure for your final image is the tonal range of the 

All subjects will display a range of tones generally, but not always, from black to white with 

However, sometimes the subject may be better represented by a limited 

tonal range. For example you may choose to have only greys to convey a particular

for dramatic tone dropout effects. This is true for monochrome and colour renditions.

In digital photography the tonal range is also referred to as dynamic range and is denoted as a numerical 

scale where 0 represents pure black and 255 is pure white. The shades of grey are assigned numbers 

The following illustration shows this graphically. 

The tonal range of the average digital sensor is equivalent to about 10 f-stops. If the subject has a range 

stops you then have some creative choices to make, you can: 

Change the lighting arrangement to better balance the tones. This can be done by 

adding more lights, moving the position of the lights or using 

shadows or a scrim to darken the highlights. 

If possible move your subject to another location. 

Change the colours or tones of the subject matter, for example

Decide to expose for the shadows to maintain detail and forgo some highlight detail.

Decide to expose for the highlights to maintain detail and forgo some shadow detail.

On the other hand if the tonal range is too flat you can: 

Change the lighting to increase the contrast. This can be done by 

moving the position of the lights, such as moving one light closer to the subject.

If possible move your subject to another location. 

An important factor in determining the correct exposure for your final image is the tonal range of the 

from black to white with 

ometimes the subject may be better represented by a limited 

tonal range. For example you may choose to have only greys to convey a particularly drab mood or just 

This is true for monochrome and colour renditions. 

In digital photography the tonal range is also referred to as dynamic range and is denoted as a numerical 

and 255 is pure white. The shades of grey are assigned numbers 

 

stops. If the subject has a range 

Change the lighting arrangement to better balance the tones. This can be done by 

adding more lights, moving the position of the lights or using a reflector to lighten 

, for example by selecting different 

ain detail and forgo some highlight detail. 

Decide to expose for the highlights to maintain detail and forgo some shadow detail. 

Change the lighting to increase the contrast. This can be done by adding a light or 

moving the position of the lights, such as moving one light closer to the subject. 



3. Change the colours or tones of the subject matter, for example by selecting different 

clothing. 

Determining the Tonal Range 

The is a couple of methods that can be used for determining the tonal range of your subject. 

With a digital camera you can make a test exposure and then examine the histogram on your display 

screen (LCD) to see if there is any shadow or highlight clipping. If there is, you can then adjust the tonal 

range of your subject using one of the methods described above and then make another test exposure. 

Alternatively, you can meter the darkest shadow area and the brightest highlight area and calculate how 

many f-stops difference exists. To do this you can use your camera with the metering mode set to spot 

metering and carefully take a shadow reading and a highlight reading or you can use a hand held meter. 

If there are too many f-stops difference between the readings again you can adjust the tonal range as 

suggested above and remeasure. 

In either case, if for some reason you cannot get the all the tones into an acceptable range you then 

have to decide whether shadow detail or highlight detail is to be sacrificed and set the exposure 

accordingly. The decision needs to be made in terms of your visualisation of the subject but in general 

terms sacrificing shadow detail will often produce the better result. 

If your measuring suggests the tonal range is too flat, adjust the tonal range of your subject using one of 

the methods described above and then make another measurement. 

The 18% Grey Dilemma 

The photographic light meter in a digital camera measures reflected light and is designed to do just one 

thing - measure in its field of view the light reflected from the subject and provide a reading that 

resolves the tones it sees to give a mid grey (18%) on the camera's sensor. The value of 18% was 

somewhat arbitrarily chosen to represent mid grey as our sight has a logarithmic perception of light that 

tends to lower increases in brightness and appear to make them seem darker. Perceptually this results 

in 18% grey visually representing a tone mid way between black and white. 

In this sense light meters are far from infallible and any exposure reading they provide needs some 

careful analysis by you the photographer. The more creative you get and the more you move away from 

producing standard correctly exposed images the more critical this analysis becomes. 

To function reasonably well the reflected light meter relies on the subject having an average balance of 

dark and light tones that will resolve to the 18% mid grey value. When a subject has this average 

balance of tones the exposure reading given by the meter will give the technically correct exposure. 

However, when the subject does not have an average balance of tones the meter will not give the 

correct reading. If you measure a pure white object and expose with the reading obtained the result will 

be an 18% grey tone. If you measure a black object and use the reading obtained the result will also be 

an 18% grey tone. The two results will be identical. 



 

This means if your subject has mostly bright tones the metered exposure value will result in under 

exposure and if the tones are predominantly dark the metered exposure value will result in over 

exposure. You must analyse the reading obtained in consideration of the balance of tones in the subject 

and make a suitable adjustment. 

Practical examples are: 

1. When photographing a snow or beach scene where there is considerable brightness you 

need to increase measured exposure by 1 or 2 f-stops because the meter will recognise 

that there is a lot of light and will stop down to compensate. 

2. When photographing a dark subject, such as an approaching storm where there are dark 

clouds and shadows, you need to decrease the measured exposure by one or two stops 

because the meter will recognise that there appears to be a low light level and will open 

up to compensate. 

Pure White Mid Grey

Pure Black Mid Grey



 

 

 



Exposure Modes 

Almost all digital cameras offer a range of exposure modes. In terms of creative exposure they range 

from pretty well useless to providing the means for being very creative when selecting the correct 

exposure for your photograph. 

The exposure modes generally available are as follows. 

Exposure Modes 

P Program mode - the camera software 

analyses the camera settings and subject 

and uses inbuilt algorithms to make all 

decisions regarding aperture and shutter 

speed combinations. 

Useful for beginners and lazy photographers.  Some 

compact cameras only have this mode. 

In terms of creativity in exposure determination it 

really has virtually none and any it does have 

belongs to the camera designer and not the 

photographer. 

A Aperture Priority mode – You select the 

aperture (depth of field) and the camera 

sets the shutter speed.   

Useful when you want to control the amount of the 

photo that is sharp – control of depth of field. Used 

with selective or hyperfocal distance focus 

operation, eg. Landscapes. 

Considerable scope for being creative when 

selecting exposure. 

S Shutter Priority mode – You select the 

shutter speed and the camera selects the 

appropriate aperture. 

Useful where motion is important in the photograph 

to freeze or blur motion, eg.  Sports or action. 

Considerable scope for being creative when 

selecting exposure. 

M Manual mode – you choose both aperture 

and shutter speed combinations. 

Useful for critical exposures and ease of exposure 

compensation, eg. Macro photography or with 

multiple flashes. 

When being creative with exposure determination 

this setting offers the greatest scope. 

Metering Modes 

The sophisticated digital single lens reflex cameras, the newer mirrorless cameras and some compact 

cameras offer a number of metering modes that assist in getting the exposure correct. However they 

are generally aimed at arriving at the correct technical exposure rather than the creative exposure. 

The creative photographer can use the various modes to assist in obtaining an exposure reading that 

can be used as basis for determining the correct creative exposure. 

The metering modes that may be available are detailed in the following table. 

Metering Modes 

Matrix (Nikon) 

Evaluative (Canon) 

Takes a large number of readings from 

a very large part of the viewfinder and 

calculates the "best" exposure 

considering the range of tones 

exhibited by the subject. 

Works best on subjects that have a full 

range of tones. 

From a creative exposure perspective 

this mode offers the least opportunity to 

be creative when selecting the exposure. 



Metering Modes 

Centre Weighted Meters with an emphasis on an area 

within the centre part of the 

viewfinder. 

Used where background elements may 

skew the exposure - you position the 

camera so the selected area is reading on 

your subject, lock the reading and 

recompose. 

More scope is available in this mode for 

being creative and setting the exposure 

for capturing the visualised tones. 

Spot Measures a very small area generally 

at the centre of the viewfinder. Some 

Nikon models allow the spot to be set 

to the focus point. 

Used in more critical situations – be 

careful as the spot is very small and can 

be easily fooled - you position the spot so 

the selected area is reading on the 

desired part of your subject. Can also be 

used for making tonal range 

assessments. 

Considerably more scope is available in 

this mode for being creative and setting 

the exposure for capturing the visualised 

tones. 

 

In addition to using the meter built into your camera you have the 

option of using a hand held meter. Hand held meters offer the 

opportunity to use incident light readings to obtain an exposure 

reading that does not depend on the reflectivity of the subject. 

Incident light readings measure the light falling on the subject and as 

such they are not reliant on averaging the tonal range of the subject. 

Because incident metering reads the intensity of light falling on the 

subject, it provides readings that will create accurate and consistent 

rendition of the subject’s tonality, colour, and contrasts regardless of 

reflectance, background colour, brightness or subject textures.  

Subjects that appear lighter than middle grey to your eye will appear 

lighter in the finished image. Subjects that are darker than middle grey 

will appear darker. Colours will be rendered accurately and highlight 

and shadow areas will fall naturally into place. 

Exposure Compensation 

Exposure compensation provides the means for increasing or decreasing the camera’s metered 

exposure based on a test photograph and study of the histogram, or from experience with similar 

subjects.  Find the camera’s exposure compensation button or dial and learn how to use it and, 

importantly, how to cancel it when finished the current shooting session. 

For predominantly bright subjects – snow, white buildings, overcast sky - use exposure compensation to 

increase exposure (ie make it longer) to make white areas white – but not “clipped” or overexposed.  

Use a longer shutter speed or wider aperture (smaller number), or a combination of both. 

For predominantly dark subjects – polarised water, black buildings, deep shadows - use exposure 

compensation to decrease exposure (make shorter) to make black areas black – avoid too much 



underexposure and loss of detail in shadows.  Use a shorter shu

number) or a combination of both.

Adding some exposure compensation gives you the means to make creative exposures that are not 

possible with the technically correct exposure obtained from straight metering.

As an alternative to using the exposure compensation facility use you camera in manual mode so you 

can make any required adjustment on the spot.

The Histogram 

The histogram is a graph that displays where all the brightness levels contained in the photo are found,

from the darkest to the brightest. The bottom axis of the graph shows the tones from darkest to 

brightest. The vertical axis (the height of points on the graph) shows how much of the image is found at 

any particular brightness level. 

It is important that we keep the value and utility of the histogram in perspective. 

is a guide for you to use in determining the correct exposure

The fact is that the photograph determines the histogram and the histogram should never be allowed to 

determine the photograph. When the photograph matches your

regardless of the state of the histogram.

 

A "technically ideal" histogram would be a smooth bell shaped curve. In such a curve the darkest tones 

would start at the bottom left hand corner, rise up to a maximum at the middle of the tonal

then fall to the bottom right corner of the graph. In this ideal 

highlights are burnt out and there is a

In practice it is unlikely that such an ideal result would be achi

likely to look like the histogram 

evenly spread. 

Building the Histogram 

In the following mosaic, which represents part of a digital sensor, there are 40 pixels displaying a range 

of tones. If these are sorted by tone and then placed in stacks, the height of each stack indicates how 

The histogram

The histogram should never determine 

visualisation of your

underexposure and loss of detail in shadows.  Use a shorter shutter speed or a smaller aperture (larger 

number) or a combination of both. 

Adding some exposure compensation gives you the means to make creative exposures that are not 

possible with the technically correct exposure obtained from straight metering. 

lternative to using the exposure compensation facility use you camera in manual mode so you 

can make any required adjustment on the spot. 

is a graph that displays where all the brightness levels contained in the photo are found,

from the darkest to the brightest. The bottom axis of the graph shows the tones from darkest to 

brightest. The vertical axis (the height of points on the graph) shows how much of the image is found at 

we keep the value and utility of the histogram in perspective. 

is a guide for you to use in determining the correct exposure you visualise for your photograph

The fact is that the photograph determines the histogram and the histogram should never be allowed to 

determine the photograph. When the photograph matches your creative visualisat

regardless of the state of the histogram. 

would be a smooth bell shaped curve. In such a curve the darkest tones 

would start at the bottom left hand corner, rise up to a maximum at the middle of the tonal

then fall to the bottom right corner of the graph. In this ideal histogram no shadow detail is lost, no 

highlights are burnt out and there is an even range of balanced mid-tones. 

In practice it is unlikely that such an ideal result would be achieved. A good result in practice is more 

 below. Here the tonal range is fully captured but the mid tones are not 

 

 

In the following mosaic, which represents part of a digital sensor, there are 40 pixels displaying a range 

of tones. If these are sorted by tone and then placed in stacks, the height of each stack indicates how 

Important 

The histogram is derived from your photograph

The histogram should never determine your 

visualisation of your photograph. 

tter speed or a smaller aperture (larger 

Adding some exposure compensation gives you the means to make creative exposures that are not 

 

lternative to using the exposure compensation facility use you camera in manual mode so you 

is a graph that displays where all the brightness levels contained in the photo are found, 

from the darkest to the brightest. The bottom axis of the graph shows the tones from darkest to 

brightest. The vertical axis (the height of points on the graph) shows how much of the image is found at 

we keep the value and utility of the histogram in perspective. At best the histogram 

you visualise for your photograph. 

The fact is that the photograph determines the histogram and the histogram should never be allowed to 

visualisation it is correct, 

would be a smooth bell shaped curve. In such a curve the darkest tones 

would start at the bottom left hand corner, rise up to a maximum at the middle of the tonal range and 

no shadow detail is lost, no 

eved. A good result in practice is more 

below. Here the tonal range is fully captured but the mid tones are not 

In the following mosaic, which represents part of a digital sensor, there are 40 pixels displaying a range 

of tones. If these are sorted by tone and then placed in stacks, the height of each stack indicates how 

is derived from your photograph. 

your 



many pixels of that tone are in the mosaic. T

the mosaic. 

Using the Histogram 

Perhaps the best way to explain the use of the 

many pixels of that tone are in the mosaic. The resulting histogram represents the tonal distribution of 

 

 

Perhaps the best way to explain the use of the Histogram is to study a few. 

 

Correctly exposed image

This is an example of a correctly 
exposed image with a "good" 
histogram. The smooth curve 
downwards ending in 255 shows 
that the subtle highlight detail is 
preserved. Likewise, the shadow 
area starts at 0 and builds up 
gradually.  

 

Underexposed image 

This histogram shows a lot of pixels 
with value 0 or close to 0, which 
indicates a loss of shadow detail. 
Unless there was a lot of pure black 
in the image, there should not be so 
many pure black pixels. Also there 
are very few pixels in the highlight 
area indicating insufficient highlight 
detail. 

 

Overexposed image 

The histogram here shows a lot of 
pixels with value 255 or close to 255, 
which indicates that highlights are 
burnt out. Subtle highlight detail is 
lost. There are also very few pixels 
in the shadow area meaning there is 
a lack of full dark tones. 

 

Subject with too much contrast

This image has both clipped 
shadows and highlights as indicated 
by the number of pixels at each end 
of the scale. The dynamic range
the scene is larger than the dynamic 
range of the sensor. 

 

represents the tonal distribution of 

Correctly exposed image 

This is an example of a correctly 
exposed image with a "good" 

. The smooth curve 
downwards ending in 255 shows 
that the subtle highlight detail is 
preserved. Likewise, the shadow 
area starts at 0 and builds up 

shows a lot of pixels 
with value 0 or close to 0, which 
indicates a loss of shadow detail. 
Unless there was a lot of pure black 
in the image, there should not be so 
many pure black pixels. Also there 
are very few pixels in the highlight 

indicating insufficient highlight 

here shows a lot of 
pixels with value 255 or close to 255, 
which indicates that highlights are 
burnt out. Subtle highlight detail is 
lost. There are also very few pixels 

hadow area meaning there is 

with too much contrast 

This image has both clipped 
shadows and highlights as indicated 
by the number of pixels at each end 

dynamic range of 
the scene is larger than the dynamic 



 

Image editing software allows you to modify the 

histogram below shows an image that had low contrast, with little shadow 

has been ‘stretched’ using levels. The contrast of the image is improved, but since the available image 

1. adjust the exposure

2. use balanced fill flash on the shadows

3. use a reflector or a scrim to balance the light

4. use a graduated neutral density filter

5. try another time of day

6. come back on another day when the light is different

7. move the subject to another location

8. take multiple exposures and merge them digitally

Start using the histogram review feature of your digital camera. Set your camera to display a combined 

thumbnail and histogram for 5-10 seconds after every frame. Get in the habit of glancing at it. It's the 

greatest invention since the built

 

Subject with too little contrast

This image only contains mid
and so lacks contrast, resulting in a 
flat image. There is no shadow detail 
and there are no highlights. Some of 
the dynamic range of the sensor has 
been wasted. 

 

 

Low key image 

This histogram indicates a low key 
image with mostly dark tones. There 
are no lost shadow details and there 
are some bright tones which are 
needed to show a full range of 
tones. 

 

High key image 

A high image is demonstrated by 
this histogram. There is a 
predominance of highlight pixels with 
a few dark tones to give a full range 
of tones in the image. 

Image editing software allows you to modify the histogram by the use of the level controls. The 

below shows an image that had low contrast, with little shadow or highlight detail, after is 

has been ‘stretched’ using levels. The contrast of the image is improved, but since the available image 

tones are redistributed over a wider tonal range, some 

tones are missing. Too much ‘stretching’ can lead to a 

posterisation effect. 

Where possible, correcting the histogram

re-shooting will generally provide a better result.

Some ideas for adjusting the conditions to obtain a better 

histogram. 

adjust the exposure 

use balanced fill flash on the shadows 

reflector or a scrim to balance the light 

use a graduated neutral density filter 

try another time of day 

come back on another day when the light is different 

move the subject to another location 

take multiple exposures and merge them digitally 

the histogram review feature of your digital camera. Set your camera to display a combined 

10 seconds after every frame. Get in the habit of glancing at it. It's the 

greatest invention since the built-in light meter. 

with too little contrast 

This image only contains mid-tones 
and so lacks contrast, resulting in a 
flat image. There is no shadow detail 

hlights. Some of 
the dynamic range of the sensor has 

indicates a low key 
image with mostly dark tones. There 
are no lost shadow details and there 
are some bright tones which are 
needed to show a full range of 

A high image is demonstrated by 
this histogram. There is a 

highlight pixels with 
a few dark tones to give a full range 

by the use of the level controls. The 

or highlight detail, after is 

has been ‘stretched’ using levels. The contrast of the image is improved, but since the available image 

tones are redistributed over a wider tonal range, some 

tones are missing. Too much ‘stretching’ can lead to a 

histogram in the camera by 

shooting will generally provide a better result. 

Some ideas for adjusting the conditions to obtain a better 

the histogram review feature of your digital camera. Set your camera to display a combined 

10 seconds after every frame. Get in the habit of glancing at it. It's the 



Creative Exposure 

For any given lighting/subject combination there is always a number of exposures that will give the 

technically correct exposure. For example each of the following f-stop/shutter speed combinations will 

give the correct exposure in quantitative terms, that is the exact same amount of light reaching the 

sensor. 

 f2.8 @ 1/500 

 f5.6 @ 1/250 

 f8 @ 1/125 

 f11 @ 1/60 

 f16 @ 1/30 

However, which combination is correct in creative terms? That's where your creative analysis is 

required. Depending on your subject and its characteristics and the creative effect you want, only one or 

two of the combinations will give the correct creative exposure. 

Let's consider a couple of examples. 

In the first case you may be photographing a flower or a portrait and the resulting image needs to have 

a shallow depth of field to separate the subject from the background, in accordance with your 

visualisation. The best creative exposure would thus be f2.8 @ 1/500. Using say f16 @1/60 would leave 

the background to dominant and give a undesirable result. 

In the second scenario your subject may be a landscape in which there is important detail stretching 

from the foreground to the background. In this case the best creative exposure to render all the 

important detail would f16 @ 1/60. The other combinations would result in less and less detail being 

rendered. 

In summary, in any photographic situation there is a number of possible f-stop/shutter speed 

combinations that will result in the technically correct exposure. The creatively correct exposure on the 

other hand is more limited, only one, or perhaps two, combinations will achieve the desired result. The 

combination that gives you the desired depth of field or the one that gives you the action stopping or 

motion filled image you visualise. 

High Key/Low Key 

The term key when used in a photographic sense relates to the overall balance of tones. We describe a 

high key photograph as one in which the majority of tones is above mid grey. Conversely a low key 

photograph is one in which the tones are predominantly below mid grey. 

The key of a photograph is a major factor in setting the mood of a photograph. A high key photograph 

engenders a light airy feel or a feeling of joy or happiness while a low key photograph is more likely to 

give a feeling of gloom or high drama.  

It is most important to note that both high and low key images should show a full range of tones 

otherwise they will simply look over or under exposed.  

High Key Specifics 

High key photographs generally require multiple powerful sources of light strategically placed to provide 

and even light over the subject with the elimination of harsh shadows in the final image. High key 

photographs generally have very light and joyful feel. High key techniques work very well in both colour 

and black and white photos to obtain very creative results. 

The following graphic illustrates how the balance of tones may appear for a high key image. 



 

High key photographs have the following characteristics. 

1. A full range of tones. 

2. Most tones above mid grey. 

3. Low contrast. 

4. Light coloured or toned subject matter. 

5. Bright lighting. 

6. Minimum or no shadows. 

7. Full exposure. 

 

A Typical High Key Photograph 

High Key Image



Tips for Making High Key Photographs 

Not every subject is suitable for creating a high key photograph.  

Subjects that have significant shadow areas cannot be made into a high key photograph simply by over 

exposing as this simply produces a flat image lacking a near full range of tones. 

The subject must be suitable for conversion into a high key image. This means the subject must be 

predominantly light toned, fully exposed and strongly lit. 

High key photography is not just simply over exposing the subject. It is about planning the shot to obtain 

high key by the selection of light tones in the subject and the application of the correct exposure and 

lighting.  

A typical arrangement for high key portrait lighting is shown in the following diagram. High key images 

generally need a lot of light to achieve the desired effect. 

 

Low Key Specifics 

Low key photographs need minimal or reduced lighting to produce images with striking contrasts, dark 

tones and deep shadows. Often a single source of light is used to achieve a dramatic low key image. Low 

key images generally have a dark dramatic mood. Low key techniques can be used in both colour and 

black and white photographs to obtain creative highly dramatic images. 

The following graphic illustrates how the balance of tones may appear for a low key image. 
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Low key photographs have the following characteristics. 

1. A full range of tones. 

2. Most tones below mid grey. 

3. High contrast. 

4. Dark coloured or toned subject matter. 

5. Low level lighting. 

6. Deep shadows. 

7. Minimal exposure. 

Low Key Image



 

 

A Typical Low Key Photograph 

Tips for Making Low Key Photographs 

For a subject to be suitable for creating a low key photograph it must have mostly strong shadow areas 

and tones generally below mid grey.  

Subjects that have significant highlight areas cannot be made into a low key photograph simply by under 

exposing as this simply produces a flat image lacking a near full range of tones. 

The subject must be suitable for conversion into a low key image. This means the subject must be 

predominantly dark toned, minimally exposed and lit by low lighting levels. 

Low key photography is not just simply under exposing the subject. It is about planning the shot to 

obtain low key by the selection of dark tones in the subject and the application of the correct exposure 

and lighting.  



A typical arrangement for low key portrait lighting is shown in the following diagram. Low key lighting 

can be very minimal - a case where less is best. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notes prepared by Jim Crew. 
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