
QUICK GUIDES

Long Exposure
Photography

How to Apply Long Exposure Techniques in Your Photography



The art of long exposure 
photography is a fantastic way to 
view the world in ways our eyes 
can’t perceive—slowing down time 
to distort shapes, blur colors, and 
create a sense of motion and !uidity.  
This is also a fantastic way to 
heighten the drama of an image by 
adding a level of surrealism that one 
does not see on a daily basis. 
Whether it’s for lack of light or the 
desire to create something artful, 
long exposures can expand the 
horizons of your photography—but 
only if executed properly.
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IN THIS GUIDE, WE’LL GO OVER BOTH THE HOWS 

AND WHYS OF LONG EXPOSURES—DETAILING 

BOTH THE PROPER LONG EXPOSURE TECHNIQUES 

AND ALSO THE BEST SITUATIONS TO APPLY IT TO.
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Choosing Your Subject

While I can tell you how to take a long exposure, I should !rst go over how to choose your 
subject !rst. 

Generally, there are two reasons why you would want to do a long exposure—to either capture 
movement over an extended period of time(such as clouds or water), or to capture a low-light 
scene (such as night photography). In both instances, moving objects will be blurred and can 
create dramatic effects depending on the combination of your shutter speed and how fast your 
subjects are moving. 

However, there are a few things to consider—!rst, do you actually WANT moving objects to be 
blurred, or do you just want to capture a scene in low light?

For example, this photograph on the next page by Trey Ratcliff (aka Stuck in Customs) is a 
long exposure which was later tone mapped. Due to the lack of available light, he needed to 
use a slow shutter speed in order to capture an adequate exposure while also retaining a deep 
depth of !eld.  Depending on how much light is available, you can expect to expose your image 
for an hour or more in some cases. 
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Since he was using a slow shutter speed, any 
movement (such as people walking by) 
would have been blurred. While I’m not 
saying whether that’s good or bad—it 
depends entirely upon what you want out of 
your image—it’s something to consider 
when picking your composition. If you 
wanted to strictly capture a night city scene 
like this image of Kyoto without the effect of 
motion blur, then you would have to 
accommodate for that and make sure there 
is no movement during the length of your 
exposure. 

For the remainder of the article, I’ll talk strictly about wanting to blur your motion by using 
long exposure photography—but what are the optimal situations to do this?

Photo by Trey Ratcliff
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When to Use Long Exposures to Blur Motion

Depending on your shutter speed, a long 
exposure can drastically change the appearance 
of your image. Typically, a longer exposure will 
mean smoother tones and transitions in moving 
objects, but also loss in detail (in a good way). 
For example, a !ve-second exposure of a 
rushing river can blur it enough to create a 
surreal effect, but also be short enough to retain 
some detail. However, if you choose to expose it 
for several minutes, then you would be 
presented with a smooth blanket of water (like 
in our !rst example image). 

The same issue is presented with clouds: the 
longer the exposure, the softer they will appear. 
The difference between a 10-second and 10-minute exposure can be profound.

In my image here, this 400-second exposure during sunset created a dreamlike appearance. The 
water had visible ripples and movement which did not register in the camera—instead, the long 
exposure made it appear to be glass-like. Also, the slow-moving clouds were captured in soft detail, 
showing how far they moved during this long exposure. 

Photo by Christopher O’Donnell
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In contrast, this 3-second photo of Reid State 
Park shows that by exposing the image by only 
a few seconds instead of a few minutes, I was 
able to blur the receding water but without an 
extreme loss of detail. Instead of a glass-like 
appearance, I wanted to create some strong 
lines and patterns as the water was pulled back 
out to sea. If I shot this for 10 or 20 seconds, I 
would lose much of the great detail captured 
here. 

This technique works especially well when 
photographing waves as they crash onto the 
rocks—an exposure of only 1 second will give it a dream-like appearance, but a wave that breaks 
during a 4 or 5 second exposure would most likely not even register on the image. 

My point is that you should experiment with different shutter speeds when you photograph moving 
objects to see what kind of effect each creates. The results will depend entirely on the combination of 
your shutter speed and the speed of your moving object, so there are no uniform settings here. 
Practice and experience is key!

Photo by Christopher O’Donnell
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So to summarize, in order to do long 
exposures based on movement, you’ll 
need to !nd a moving subject and 
choose an appropriate shutter speed to 
go with that—this includes clouds, 
water, objects moved by wind, etc. 
Make sure to not limit yourself in your 
ideas…anything that moves can be a 
potential subject for long exposure 
photography.

This fantastic image taken at sunrise 
shows how using a slow shutter speed 
(30 seconds here) can blend colors and tones, and also create surreal shadows. The stillness of the 
water captured by this long exposure made for some stunning re"ections.

So now that you’ve got a good idea of when to make a long exposure, you need to know how to 
stabilize your camera properly and employ proper long exposure techniques in order to get the results 
you want—a stable foundation is paramount to make sure only certain elements of your image are 
distorted.

Photo by Garry
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The Technical Side to Long Exposures

The !rst thing to know about long exposure photography is that the slightest movement with your 
camera can blur your subject, which can prove to be a problem considering how long your shutter 
speeds can be. While moving subjects will be blurred, those that are stationary should remain sharp 
and clear. I put together a concise walkthrough to help get you started:

Step 1 – Focus Properly, and With a Tripod. If there is one piece of gear you need to perform long 
exposures, it’s a sturdy tripod—one that won’t sway in the w ind and will allow you to position your 
camera in unconventional ways.  In my article here, I explain how to focus properly on your subject 
to ensure that the focus remains where you want it to be. Make sure to use these techniques as any 
mis-focus can ruin a long exposure photo.

Step 2 – Lock Your Mirror. Once you’ve focused properly on your subject and composition, lock your 
mirror to ensure that nothing shakes your camera. Your camera manual will explain how to perform 
a mirror lock by accessing your custom functions menu. Once this is turned on, you’ll have to press 
the shutter button twice—once to "ip up the mirror, and again to start exposure.

Step 3 – Switch into Bulb Mode. Most SLR cameras can do up to a 30-second exposure in manual 
mode, but any longer will require you to switch into what is called bulb mode (usually indicated by a 
“B” on your mode dial). Here, the length of your exposure will be as long as you hold down your 
shutter button and will end once you release. With this in mind, you can imagine how dif!cult it 
would be to press down on your shutter for 10 minutes. 
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A cable release cord for your shutter is necessary for long exposures for two important 
reasons: elimination of camera shake and for simplicity. As I just mentioned, holding down 
your shutter button for very long exposures is quite exhausting, and you could easily let up on 
the shutter by accident—not exactly fun if you’re near the end of a 10-minute exposure. With a 
cable release button, you can lock your shutter button down and walk away from your camera, 
and simply unlock it when you want the exposure to end.

Also, just the act of pressing down on the shutter button can cause your camera to shake 
during the exposure, or slightly move your camera position if your tripod isn’t locked properly. 
By using the remote, you can take your image without actually touching your camera which 
will eliminate both of these unwanted side effects.
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Long Exposures with Too Much Light

While long exposures during the night are typically not a problem, how do you go about get-
ting a 10-second shutter speed during the day? You can surely extend your exposure time by 
increasing your f/stop, but that change is minor in the scope of a long exposure. Also, what if 
you want to do a long exposure with your aperture wide open? 

Neutral Density (ND) !lters are your answer. They literally act as a pair of sunglasses to your 
lens, cutting down on the amount of light that is cast onto your sensor. They can either be 
screwed onto the front of your lens, or you can purchase a drop-in !lter system that will hold 
it in front of your lens. Personally, I would recommend the drop-in system as it’s more versa-
tile, but I’ve had great experiences with the screw-on !lters as well.

Just remember to compose your image and set your focus BEFORE the "lters go on, especially if 
you’re "lter stacking. All you’ll probably see through the view"nder is pitch black, so always put 
on your "lters as a last step, and carefully as to not disturb your composition.

9



Other Long Exposure Effects

In addition to moving subjects such as clouds and water, 
there are other interesting ways to apply this technique.

Star Trails

If you compose your image to include the stars in the sky, 
this kind of movement will be apparent during super long 
exposures. For example, a night time beach shot that 
requires a 10 minute exposure to light the beach properly 
will be long enough to cause star trails in the sky. This is 
caused by the earth’s rotation making the stars in the sky 
change place. Since stars are bright light sources, this 
movement will appear as streaks of light throughout your 
image. Depending on the length of your exposure, these 
lines can be quite apparent.
 
As you may have already seen, many photographers will 
do this purposefully to create a dramatic effect. Some 
exposures are literally an hour long, or a composition of 
several shorter exposures taken throughout the night and 
then stacked on top of one another. Photo by Christopher O’Donnell
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The interesting part about long exposures 
that have "ashes of light (like lightning) is 
that these short "ashes will NOT blur the 
moving objects that the light is cast on. 

Think of it this way: you’re doing a 30 second 
exposure of a thunderstorm. It takes that 
long to properly expose your surroundings 
with the available light you have. However, 
when lightning strikes, you have a very 
bright light source for a short period of time. 
If the light from the lightning is cast on any 
moving object, it will only register on your camera for the time the last was cast—so for 
example, if lightning strikes and the moving clouds are illuminated only for 1/1000ths of a 
second, it would be as if you took the photo at that speed. This is why you see thunderstorm 
photographs that are exposed for roughly 30 seconds BUT the clouds surrounding the 
lightning bolts are not blurred as you’d imagine—the light was only cast on the clouds for a 
fraction of a second. 

Photo by Richard.Fisher
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Typically, you’ll !nd that thunderstorm photographs are of a completely black sky with spots of 
lightning and illuminated clouds—it would take a very long exposure to capture the entire sky that is 
not lit by lightning, and it may interfere with the parts that have already been exposed on your sensor 
(the clouds surrounding the lightning bolts). 

So generally, depending on your aperture and the amount of available light, these kinds of images are 
exposed for about 15-30 seconds at a time. During the exposure, you’d hope to capture some lightning 
"ashes. 

The same ideology applies for long exposure 
strobe photography, like in this example.

The photograph is actually a 30-second 
exposure. The !rst part of the exposure was 
spent writing the word “Sweden” with "ashlights 
in complete darkness—once that was completed, 
the photographers got their poses ready and 
!red off a "ash gun to capture them during that 
fraction of a second the light was cast on them. 
This was all done during that 30-second window 
when the shutter was open. Photo by nhuisman
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When you have a dark environment—like during a lightning storm—taking long exposures is a 
fantastic way to keep the shutter open so you can perform all kinds of interesting things with light 
that will register on your camera.

Some additional long exposure tips to know:

When composing your scene for some lightning photography, try to capture another light 
source, such as city lights or the glow from a farmhouse. The only areas of your image that 
will register on your camera are those that are illuminated, so it helps to have other areas of 
interest besides just a black photo with spots of lightning. 

If you do have other light sources in your photo, take some test shots to !nd a good 
combination of aperture and shutter speed for a proper exposure. This way you’ll know that 
the other elements in your image are exposed correctly while you wait for the lightning show 
to start. 

If you’re in a crowded area with many pedestrians—such as a town square or a city street—
a unique way to get rid of moving pedestrians from your shot is to do a super-long exposure, 
one of at least a minute. People walking by won’t register on your camera as they are only in 
the scene for a fraction of the exposure. This won’t work too well for those who stay in one 
place, but for moving crowds, this is a great method to clear the streets. 
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Always shoot in RAW format. I have a detailed explanation of the bene!ts of RAW 
located here, but it’s even more important to have a larger range of exposure with this style... 
long exposures require time, and your scene may change in-between photos. Having the 
ability to adjust the exposure in case you were off a bit is very bene!cial and will give you 
more options to work with once you head back home. 

Digital noise is an issue with extended exposures, especially at night since noise is most 
apparent against dark tones. With this in mind, it’s always best to shoot at 100 ISO to 
minimize this side effect. You should also use noise reduction software when necessary, and 
if possible, photograph using a full-frame vs. a crop sensor as the larger sensor size handles 
noise much better.

Longer exposure time = the longer it will take to write the image to your card. Keep this in 
mind when photographing super long exposures if your scene is time-sensitive as you could 
be waiting several minutes while your image processes.

Read more great articles by Christopher O’Donnell on his website or follow him on Facebook.
© Copyright 2011 Light Stalking
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