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LEARNING THE CAMERA: DETAILS OF THE SHUTTER 
(Yeah… This is going to be kind of long too.) 

 

THE SHUTTER 
 
Most of you know that the button on the top right magically takes a picture when you press it; what you 
may not know is how that button controls the shutter. The “shutter” is a set of blades that keeps light from 
striking the film. It quickly opens and closes when the shutter button is pressed. Note that in some 
cameras the shutter is contained in the lens, not in the camera body. For our purposes in class, all our 
cameras have them built into the camera body. (See illustration below) 

 
On all but the very simplest cameras, the amount of time 
the shutter stays open is variable, an interval called the 
shutter speed. Most cameras either allow you to adjust 
the shutter speed or do it for you. With manual cameras, 
you must always choose the shutter speed yourself. The 
shutter affects how the final image is rendered in two 
ways. It controls exposure (how long light is allowed to 
strike the film) and it determines the appearance of 
motion or movement (whether a moving subject looks 
sharp or blurred). The amount of time the shutter 
remains open is as critical to correct film exposure as 
the size of the lens opening. After all, light traveling 
though the lens doesn’t reach the film until the shutter 
opens. Thus, exposure is controlled by two key 

variables: the amount of time the shutter stays open and the size of the lens opening. 
 
The correct shutter speed setting is determined first of all by the prevailing light conditions. You have to 
select a shutter speed that lets in the right amount of light; too much or too little light can affect overall 
image quality. In low light, you will usually need a long (also called slow) shutter speed; the shutter must 
remain open for a long enough interval to allow what light there is to reach the film. In bright light, you will 
usually need a short (fast) shutter speed to prevent too much light from reaching the film. You generally 
make your shutter speed choice by rotating a dial located on the camera body, often on top. With manual 
cameras, choosing the shutter speed is as simple as rotating the dial to a mark that indicates the desired 
speed setting. Some automatic cameras (like our newer Canons) show the selected shutter speed in an 
LCD display screen located on the camera. To change the setting you usually turn a control wheel, 
located on the camera’s top or back. Rotate it with your thumb or forefinger until the screen displays the 
desired shutter speed. Many cameras, both manual and automatic, display the chosen shutter speed in 
their viewfinders as well, so you can check the settings without moving your eye away from the camera.  
 
Virtually all cameras offer these shutter speed choices, in fractions of a second from slow to fast: 
 
1/2, 1/4, 1/8, 1/15, 1/30, 1/60, 1/125, 1/250, 1/500, 1/1000 
 
These are generally represented as whole numbers, dropping the fractional “1/–“ for simplicity. Thus, 
1/250 is indicated as “250” and 1/2 as “2,” and so forth. Many new cameras offer shutter speeds that are 
faster than 1/1000, such as 1/2000, 1/4000, and 1/8000, while older models may only go as fast as 1/250 
or 1/500. Point-and-shoots and medium- and large-format cameras often have a relatively slow maximum 
shutter speed, such as 1/500. You also may choose shutter speeds that are a full second or longer, 
however, our Vivitar cameras don’t have that option. Our cameras offer 1 second, represented as “1” on 
the camera dial or display, while the newer cameras offer settings as long as 2, 4, 8, or more seconds. 
On these cameras, the full-second shutter speeds are distinguished from the fractional shutter speeds 
with a mark (in this case, such as ") after them: 4" means 4 seconds, rather than 1/4. The camera manual 
has the specifics. 



http://blackandwhitejungle.wordpress.com 2 

The relationship between shutter speeds is essential to understanding film exposure. The list above 
indicates full shutter speeds; each full, also called whole, shutter speed is double the time of the setting 
before it and half the time of the setting after it. Thus, “4” (1/4 of a second) represents half as much time 
as “2” (1/2 of a second), so it allows half as much light to reach the film. And “250” (1/250) is twice as 
much time as “500” (1/500), so it allows in double the light. Each halving or doubling is called one stop. 
The half/double relationship is not coincidental; remember that f-stop settings have exactly the same 
relationship. You control exposure by balancing the combination of shutter speed and f-stop to permit the 
correct amount of light to enter the camera. The shutters in our cameras are mechanical, driven by gears 
and springs, while the ones in newer cameras are electronic. Mechanical shutters can be set only for the 
speeds designated by the shutter-speed dial; even if you try to set the shutter between two designated 
speeds—say, 1/60 and 1/125—the camera will set one speed or the other. Some electronic shutters 
function only at designated full shutter speeds, but almost all provide intermediate choices in either half-
stop increments, such as 1/90 (halfway between 1/60 and 1/125), or third-stop increments, such as 1/80 
and 1/100 (between 1/60 and 1/125). Note that on these cameras, one click of the control wheel is not 
necessarily a full shutter speed adjustment. If you are trying to make a full, one-stop change, check the 
LCD panel to ensure that you have not set a half- or third-stop setting by mistake.  
 

 
 
One clear advantage of mechanical shutters is they don’t depend on batteries to work. If you have a 
camera with an electronic shutter, it won’t work at all if the batteries are dead. However, electronic 
shutters are more accurate and generally quieter than mechanical shutters. And with half- or third-stop 
settings they allow more precise exposure control. Almost all cameras offer a “B” (bulb) setting and a few 
offer a “T” (time) setting. Both permit the shutter to remain open for an indefinite period of time for very 
long exposures, often called time exposures. These settings are especially useful in dim lighting 
conditions, when adequate film exposure may require shutter speeds ranging from a few seconds to as 
long as several minutes. When set at “B,” the shutter remains open as long as you keep the shutter 
button pressed down and closes when you release the button; there is a special accessory called a “cable 
release” available for our cameras to aid in pressing the shutter button without moving the camera. When 
set at “T,” the shutter remains open from the time you initially press the button, and then closes when you 
press the button a second time. 
 
 
CONTROLLING MOVEMENT 
 
The shutter speed setting controls the appearance of a moving subject. Faster shutter speeds stop 
(freeze) movement, but if the shutter is open for a longer time, the moving subject may blur. Thus, you 
have the option of choosing a shutter speed fast enough to stop motion or slow enough to create blur, 
depending on the effect you’re looking for. Most of the time, you will want to stop movement, and this 
generally requires a fairly fast shutter speed. Just how fast depends to a large degree on your subject. As 
a general rule, subjects that move quickly need the fastest shutter speeds; subjects that move slowly—or 
don’t move at all, such as rocks and buildings—need slower speeds. You may be able to freeze the 
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motion of a walking dog at 1/125, for example, but you may need 1/1000 or faster to stop the motion of a 
galloping horse. Or you may use a setting slower than 1/60 or 1/125 to deliberately blur your subject; the 
slower the speed, the greater the blurring effect. Note that at slow shutter speeds, blurry results also may 
be due to camera shake. The direction and distance of the moving subject can prove as important as its 
speed. If the subject moves from side to side (left to right or right to left), its image will cross the film faster 
than if it travels directly toward or away from the camera. Therefore, you will need a faster shutter speed 
to freeze the movement of the horizontally moving subject than for the one that travels directly toward or 
away from you. (And you will need an in-between speed for subjects moving diagonally toward or away 
from you.) Furthermore, if your camera is close to your subject, movement appears faster than if you are 
further away. Therefore, you will need a faster shutter speed to freeze close moving subjects than you will 
for distant ones. Subtle subject movement is yet another factor. Generally, landscape subjects don’t 
require fast shutter speeds since they don’t appear to be in motion. However, a strong wind can easily 
move grass, foliage, or tree branches. On windy days especially, use a relatively fast shutter speed to 
guarantee a sharp image; or use a slow shutter speed to create blur, thereby emphasizing the motion. 
 

 
 
Deliberately blurring some subjects within an otherwise sharp image is an effective way to show action, 
movement, or simply to create mood or atmosphere. Keep the shutter speed fast enough so that 
stationary parts of the subject (such as buildings, cars, and rocks) appear sharp, but slow enough so the 
moving parts of the subject (such as running water or animals and people in motion) blur. Or place the 
camera on a tripod, which will allow you to use a very slow shutter speed and still keep many stationary 
subjects from blurring. You also might try moving the camera during exposure in the same direction as 
the subject’s motion, a technique called panning. For example, suppose someone is riding past you on a 
bicycle, from left to right. By panning, you can render the bicycle and rider sharp and cause the 
foreground and background to blur. 
 
As the subject moves past you, follow its motion by turning the camera while pressing the shutter button. 
For an effective pan, the camera movement must simulate the speed of the moving subject, which you 
can accomplish by keeping the subject in the same location in the viewfinder as you move the camera. 
Try panning at 1/8 or 1/15, then experiment with different speeds, but not faster than 1/30. While panning 
is a choice you can make, any deliberate or accidental camera movement may cause image blurring. 
Accidental movement, sometimes called camera shake, is one of the most common factors in unwanted 
image blurring. Sometimes blur occurs because you are using a shutter speed that is too slow to hold the 
camera steady by hand. But blur may result at almost any shutter speed (except the very fastest) when 
you’re not careful to steady the camera before making an exposure. Note that the effect of camera shake 
isn’t always an obvious blur; sometimes it will show as a more subtle lack of overall sharpness.  
 
Be very conscious of camera shake when holding the camera to your eye. In particular, take pains to set 
yourself securely, and don’t talk or move any more than necessary when taking a picture. Also, don’t 
remove the camera from its eye-level position until you’re sure the shutter has closed and the exposure is 
complete. An individual’s ability to hold a camera steady varies, but the faster the shutter speed, the less 
image blur there is—for everyone. To avoid the effects of camera shake, follow this general rule: Don’t 
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use shutter speeds slower than 1/30 or 1/60 when handholding your 35mm SLR when using normal or 
wide-angle focal lengths or zoom-lens settings. On some cameras, these shutter speeds are sometimes 
labeled on the dial with a different color to denote the recommended slowest shutter speed to use when 
handholding the camera. Bigger cameras and longer lenses require even faster shutter speeds. 
 
As a simple rule of thumb, turn the focal length of your lens into a fractional number and use at least that 
speed when photographing with that lens. When using a 50mm lens or a 50mm setting on your zoom 
lens, for example, make sure your shutter speed is 1/50 or faster (usually 1/60, unless your shutter offers 
1/50, which some electronic shutters do). When using a 200mm lens or zoom lens setting, make sure 
your shutter speed is 1/200, 1/250, or faster. When you have to use a shutter speed that is slower than 
recommended above, use a tripod to steady the camera. If a tripod is unavailable, try bracing the camera 
against a tree, car roof, or on a countertop. A beanbag or small pillow placed between the camera and its 
brace will help cushion movement further. 
 

 
 

A tripod or other means of steadying the camera is often a good idea whether you’re using a slow shutter 
speed or not. It helps you frame the subject more carefully, and further reduces any chance of accidental 
camera movement. However, it also limits spontaneity and restricts your ability to adjust your camera 
position. 


