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INTRODUCTION

In the same way that the first book in this series, …On Composition, was a development from The Photographer’s Eye, this title is intended to take off from where Perfect Exposure, which I wrote in 2008, ended. The basic reasons are the same: a lot has happened in photography in the intervening years, and I’ve had more time myself to think and adapt to these changes.

On the face of it, exposure might seem to be simpler, more technical and offer fewer possibilities for creative exploration than, say, composition. It certainly hinges on the camera’s controls rather than the frame, and traditionally there’s a very straightforward three-way choice as you operate any camera: the combination of shutter speed, aperture and the sensitivity of either the film or sensor. Often taught as the exposure triangle, there’s a clean inevitability about it – just three controls to adjust to deliver a single dose of light – and it very quickly becomes second nature to any photographer who shoots regularly.

If you shot colour transparency film, which is what all the magazines wanted in the days of film and is what I used for the first half of my career, exposure was a once-and-forever decision. There was no revisiting the record that you’d just made, no second step of printing in the darkroom. You could bracket exposures if you were uncertain and had several seconds more to stay with the subject, but each frame would be a finished piece of film. Kodachrome, the preferred 35mm film choice for many professional photographers, was valued for its sharpness and richness, and was even less tolerant. Its contrast was quite high, overexposure was ugly and there wasn’t even the possibility that other films offered of pushing or pulling in the lab (that is, less or more development to compensate for over- or underexposure).

Film is still around (although Kodachrome unfortunately not), so all of this still applies, but digital photography has taken things much further, both technically and – what interests me more – creatively. This is because modern sensors can now capture more information than film could, and computational photography can do a lot with this extra data. Don’t get me wrong, I love film, because it has certain unique qualities, and these are a good part of the reason for its resurgence in popularity, which although niche is notable. The current state of digital, however, has expanded the exposure choices enormously. These include, incidentally, being able to mimic something of the look of film, which we will explore later.
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