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FROM YOUR EDITOR:   
 
Will this ridiculously hot summer ever end?!?!? I don’t know 
about you but, I didn’t get out to take pictures as much as I 
wanted to this summer – it was too hot! The plastic parts of 
my camera melted and the metal parts became too hot to 
touch!  

Seriously though, I want to welcome returning members 
and new members to the 2010/2011 season of the 
Baltimore Camera Club. New president, new outings and 
new opportunities to improve and/or learn new 
photography skills. To paraphrase our president’s 
welcome back message: Participate in the club’s 
offerings. It’s cool! 
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f/3.2 @ 1/1000th, ISO 200) 

����	��������� ������������������������������	���	� ����	���	���	���������>������������	�>����	��
������	#��	��+"	����	��������������	��

.���	���#	����� ��������""�����������������������	� �4����������� �	�������������� ����������	������ �
������������� ����	�����������������	#�5?���������� 	���+"	����	��������� ��������������	����	������:�� ��
�	#���	�������	�������	���	���+"	����	���	������:�� ��������	#�	������������������ �	����    
 

 

 



 

� � � � � � � � � � 	 
 �  

 

�������
�
�
����������
�	�� ��	
!"�

  
 

Backlighting can be problematic because your camera meter doesn’t quite understand what you are trying to 
do, and it will try to find a balance between the huge range in exposures that backlighting causes. In-camera 
light meters speak in terms of 18% gray. In other words, they understand what 18% gray looks like, and they 
try to evaluate a situation based upon that value.  If the overall scene is brighter than 18% gray, your meter 
will tell you to close down your aperture or bump up your shutter speed until the scene’s additive light value 
matches up to what it knows.  If the scene is darker, it will tell you crank up your exposure because the 
scene is registering below 18% gray.  This concept is huge to remember when you are trying to figure out a 
tough exposure. 

Let's look at an example of exposing for an object when the sun is backlighting it. If you were to include the 
sun, or a large portion of the bright sky, in your frame, your meter would scream that the scene is too bright. 
If you listen to it, you might bring your exposure down until your meter is happy. The problem here is that 
you lose any detail information in the darker areas, and underexpose your subject. If you exposed for your 
subject, the sky would become a white, blanched background, making the overall image look rather flat.  
Your camera can only see about 5-6 stops of light. Our eyes and brain can render much more. So you have a 
choice: expose for the details in the shadows and blow out the sky, or expose for the sky and render all the 
dark areas into obscurity. 

 
Therein lies the problem 
with backlighting. But 
there are creative ways 
around that. 

 

 

 

 f/3.5 @ 1/800th, ISO 200 
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When you meter for a backlit subject, know that the sky will be blown out. You can choose to move around 
to keep as much of the sky out of the picture, or you can work with what you have and deliberately keep it in 
there. But you have to maintain the discipline to disregard your camera meter.  And you have to make a 
deliberate attempt to blow out the sky.  Blow it out and blow it out big!  Make it count! 
 
Expose for the shadow area. Stand in the shadows and expose your scene without the sun in the picture. 
Then simply move your feet until the sun (or a small part of it) is your composition, if that is what you are 
trying to capture. But don’t change your exposure settings! Your meter will start to scream that you are 
about to overexpose a perfectly good picture. Calmly tell it to shut the hell up. 
 
Now if you’re shooting in manual mode, you’re set. But 
if you, like me, prefer to use aperture priority or shutter 
priority, you have a different set of circumstances. Once 
you set your exposure and move the sun into the frame, 
your exposure will change based upon your shooting 
mode (either the shutter speed or aperture will change 
because the exposure of the scene changed). So as soon 
as that sun peeks around the corner, your shutter speed 
will skyrocket (if shooting aperture priority) or your 
aperture will close down (if shooting shutter priority). 
This is where that cool little feature of exposure lock 
comes into play. Once you expose for the shadows, hit 
the exposure lock button (looks like an asterisk (*) on a 
Canon...not sure how Nikon does it).  
 
This little button locks the exposure until you fully click 
the shutter. So you the have luxury of moving your 
composition around without having to re-meter. 
Exposure lock. It works. Histogram? It’s gonna back the 
meter’s argument and tell you that you’ve overexposed 
the scene and blew it like a nose. Ignore it. 
 
Now to include that little sun flare in the picture, lock 
your exposure and slowly allow the sun to peek into the 
frame…but not all of it.  Just a sliver. 
 

 

  

f/11 @ 1/40th, ISO 200  
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For the shots of the backlit cherry blossoms here, I locked my exposure and moved out from the shadows 
until the sun peeked around the corner of a building and into the frame. 
This is probably not the definitive way of creatively shooting a backlit subject. Play around with it.  It can 
help expand your creative options. 

        f/4.5 @ 1/500th, ISO 200 

If you're looking for some inspiration on good backlighting technique, check out Nick Onken. He gets it 
right.  He deliberately blows out his backgrounds.  But that's the strength of backlighting...you can get away 
with that if you make it look like that's what you meant to do.  If you’re looking for some inspiration on 
backlighting, you could do no better than perusing his stuff. 
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By Arthur Ransom   
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Photo by Buzz Charnock 
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Photo by Annette Conniff 
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Photo by Annette Conniff 
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 Photo by Steve Dembo 
 
 

 


