
LONG EXPOSURE PHOTOGRAPHY 

HOW TO LIGHT PAINT USING A 
SLOW SHUTTER SPEED  

A slow shutter speed can achieve a lot of different types of fascinating shots, 
like the one below: 

 

This type of shot is very popular and this type of photography is referred to as 
light painting. This is done by using a slower shutter speed and then using a 
flashlight to make the desired shape, like I’ve done here with circular 
movements of the flashlight around the card. 

Light painting is a lot of fun, but the above shot can be a bit difficult for 
beginners to execute. So let’s perform an easier light painting shot. 

We’ll do an exercise to create a heart shape with a flashlight. The shot will look 
like the one below: 

Here are the steps involved in taking such a shot: 

1. This exercise is best done at night time when switching off the lights will 
result in complete darkness. But for just about satisfactory results and 
understanding the concept, you can do it at any time. 
2. Use the following settings: 
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1. F-stop number/Aperture: f22 

2. ISO:100 

3. Shutter speed: 5 seconds 

3. You actually don’t need such a large f-stop number but here we are 
assuming that you are doing this in a room that is not completely dark. So 
the high f-stop number will help you cut down light and underexpose the 
shot which is important since you want the shape made by the light to 
stand out. If you are doing this in complete darkness, you can use a 
smaller f-stop number also. Another advantage of using a larger f-stop 
number is that the deeper depth of field makes sure the light shape stays 
in focus irrespective of your movement while drawing the shape. 
4. Place your camera on a table or a tripod . 
5. Next, get a flash light. 
6. The next thing to do is to get an accurate focus on the flashlight. Place 
the flash light in front of your camera and then make sure the focus point 
is right on the light as shown in the image below: 

7. Then half press the shutter button to lock the focus on the light. If you 
are doing this in a completely dark room, make sure the focus point is 
right on the light otherwise the lens will have a hard time locking the 
focus since everything is dark. 

8. Once the focus is locked, take the shot and move the light around to get 
your desired shape. For example, in this case, you’ll have 5 seconds to 
draw the shape of the heart. 
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This photo is all about the moment of capture. I used a fast shutter speed to capture it. 

One of the most important settings on your camera is  g techniques like light painting 

and panning both rely on the photographers’ use of this setting. In this article, you’ll 

learn techniques that need a creative shutter speed, and how you can apply this to your 

photography. So let’s begin with what shutter speed is, and why it’s important. 

What is shutter speed? 

A photograph relies on light to become exposed, and shutter speed controls how long 

that light sources can expose the photo. That means in general, lighter conditions mean 

fast shutter speeds, and dark conditions mean slow shutter speeds. Shutter speed is 

also controlled by opening or closing the aperture on your lens, adding filters to your 

lens, and, in some cases, adding external lighting to your scene. In DSLR camera’s it 

means the mirror locks up, and in mirror-less cameras, the shutter is merely open. 

Now, various techniques rely on shutter speed to work. Let’s sub-divide them by the 

how fast the shutter speed needs to be. 

Fast shutter speed 

Using super-fast shutter speeds allows you to freeze things that might be faster than 

the eye can appreciate. That may mean raindrops, wildlife, or photographing sport. 



 , but those often use a strobe flash to freeze the water rather than the shutter speed 

itself. 

 

Freezing droplets of water require a fast shutter speed. 

Moment of capture 

Getting the right moment is what makes or breaks a photo. It is possible to take good 

moments of capture at slower shutter speeds, but generally, you’ll want to freeze the 

action. That means a fast shutter speed, and capturing that moment a baseball player 

swings their bat, or the archer loses their arrow. In both cases, these need a fast 

shutter speed to capture that moment. 

Handheld photography 

While not related to creativity in your photo, shutter speed is all important when it 

comes to avoiding camera shake. There is a nice rule of thumb that correlates your 

focal length to the slowest speed you can use handheld. Of course, there are those with 

steadier hands, and image stabilization helps too. That said, the correlation works like 

this and is easy to remember. If your focal length is 300mm, you’ll need to use a 

shutter speed of 1/300th second to avoid camera shake. You can use a much slower 

shutter speed at wider focal lengths though, so at 50mm 1/50th is adequate. 
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Creating motion. 

Ahead of getting into long exposure, there are the shutter speeds that you can get 

away with handheld, but slow enough to move the camera and produce motion blur. 

 

Panning is a popular technique, that needs a slower shutter speed. 

Panning and is a good example of how creative shutter speed can be used. 

The technique requires a steady hand because it uses shutter speeds that wouldn’t 

usually get taken handheld. The idea behind this technique is that you follow a moving 

object with your camera, and take the photo with a slow enough speed to blur the 

background. You can follow any moving object from a pedestrian walking to a Formula 

1 racing car. Amongst the easiest objects to pan with is a cyclist moving at a steady 

speed. Those new to the technique should practice panning with a cyclist first. A shutter 

speed of around 1/25th is a good starting point to blur the background while keeping 

the cyclist sharp. 

Motion blur 

An alternative strategy is to allow the moving object to blur, and keep the static object 

sharp. While panning is primarily done handheld, using a tripod for this type of photo 

achieves better results. In this case, you’ll be looking to show the background motion of 

things like cars, trains or buses against static objects. That might be people waiting to 



cross the road, or someone waiting for a bus or train. Once again, a shutter speed of 

1/25th is often slow enough to blur the moving object in your frame. 

 

This photo was taken from a moving train. The slower shutter speed created motion blur. 

Camera rotation 

It’s still possible to give a photo a more dynamic feel, even when everything in your 

frame is static. You can achieve this feel by moving the camera with a slow shutter 

speed of around 1/25th. With wide-angle lenses, you can experiment with even slower 

shutter speeds. However, this may impact your ability to keep a portion of your photo 

sharp. The idea behind camera rotation is to twist the camera around a central point in 

your photo while taking the photo. This technique can be used for kinetic light painting 

when even longer exposures are needed. It can be tricky to achieve because it is a 

difficult technique to do handheld, and most tripods won’t allow you to rotate around a 

central point in the way this technique needs. It’s also best to use a wide-angle lens 

when taking this variety of photo. 



 

Zoom is a good way of giving a photo a more dynamic feel. 

Zoom 

A zoom burst is another popular way to use creative shutter speed. It is possible with 

any lens that allows you to change the focal length. So, a kit lens works very well for 

this technique. With the zoom burst it’s possible to take the photo handheld, but using 

a tripod gives you better results. While you’re moving the lens and not the camera 

body, any tripod helps with this type of photo. The aim is to produce motion by 

zooming into your primary subject matter during an exposure roughly 1/25th in length. 

Not all locations work well for this photo. For example, a location with lots of sky may 

not produce much blur. On the other hand, a tunnel with differing levels of light, such 

as a line of overhanging trees, works great. 



 

Camera rotation can produce interesting effects.object within the frame. To do only on the 

area’s you wish to light up. The alternative to this is pointing the light source towards 

the camera. Light painting can be as low tech as using your torch. However, more 

ambitious forms of light painting include the use of wire wool, or LED light sticks. Light 

painting photos typically begin at two-second exposures, and if you use bulb mode 

they can last into the minutes. 

 Camera rotation – Very similar to the above technique, but this uses longer 

exposur. The techniqueinvolves rotating the camera in a nice smooth motion while 

attached to the tripod. 

 

Landscape long exposure 

Using long exposure in landscape photography gives you a great way of interpreting a 
scene in a different way. This is most easily achieved at night, but daytime long 

exposure is also possible. 

 Neutral density filter – The use of a neutral density filter allows you to take daytime 

long exposures. This has the potential to transform your scene with moving clouds, and 

silky water. You will need a strong filter, so an ND110 or ND1000 is needed. 

 Blue hour – As most landscape photographers will know, this is one of the best times to 

photograph. You’ll be using long exposure because the light levels dictate that. That long 

exposure allows you to experiment with traffic light trail photography. 

 Astro-photography – Finally, and at the extreme end of long exposure photography, is 

astro-photography. Those wishing to photograph the Milky Way will need to use 

exposure times of around 20-30 seconds depending on the equipment you’re using. 
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Another popular technique is to photograph star trails. This can be a sequence of 30-

second exposures stacked together. The alternative is to use bulb mode, and exposure  

  

  

 Long exposure on days with fast-moving cloud creates dramatic skies. 



 Camera zoom – Once again, 

 


