
Dragging the shutter…what in the world does that mean?
Quite simply, it’s balancing the exposure when combining
strobe and ambient light. For example, it’s taking a photo
of someone outside at night with a portable flash, and also
capturing the city lights in the background. Strobes put
out a powerful amount of light. To balance the ambient
light, we need to use a long shutter speed, hence “dragging
the shutter.” There is much to know about this technique
because it involves both color and exposure balance. Some
cameras have a function called “slow-sync” that works
with a dedicated flash, automatically reading and figuring
the proper shutter speed. With a little understanding, you
can effectively use this technique with any camera and
flash, and not just dedicated or same system ones.

Strobe Light and Sync Speed  
First, we must understand how strobes or flash work. A flash is
normally a portable strobe light, whether built into the camera
or a separate unit attached at the hot shoe or by a sync cord.  A
strobe is an instantaneous burst of light, a mini-explosion that
creates a large amount of light. The flash is so fast, it’s actually
“on” for less than 1/1,000-second.  Flash duration depends on the
amount of power used; normally varying from 1/500 to 1/2000-sec-
ond. With some specialized studio strobes, like the Profoto, the
flash duration can be as short as 1/12,000-second, which will
freeze any action. When taking an exposure reading with a
continuous light source (anything but a strobe), we use the
shutter speed, or the length of time; and the aperture, or the
size of the opening that allows the light in. Think of light as
having the properties of water: the volume depends on the size
of the pipe, as well as on how long the spigot is open. Since the
strobe light is on for so short a time, the only control we have
over exposure is aperture. Shutter speed doesn’t matter;
whether the shutter is open for 1 second or 1/500-second, the
light is only on for 1/1000-second. When taking exposure read-
ings with a strobe meter, set the shutter speed to the sync
speed to see what ƒ/stop to use.

What matters, however, is your camera’s sync speed. Most
35mm cameras have focal plane shutters that consist of two
curtains—one that travels across the film plane opening it to
light, and another that follows by covering up the film plane. If
you use a fast shutter speed, say 1/500, the second curtain fol-
lows closely behind the first.  Consequently, the entire piece of
film is never all exposed to light at the same time. 

When you use a flash, it’s activated when the first curtain
reaches the opposite side. Sync speed is the fastest shutter
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Using daylight film, the author lights the subject with a strobe light with an umbrella,
and she uses a pale red gel for effect. The strobe reading is ƒ/4, and the reflective
reading of background is ƒ/4 at 1/15 sec. A street lamp above provides more ambient
light, and the subject is moving. The resulting image demonstrates a blur around the
subject, as well as the strange color. In the image below, the subject stands still.
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speed you can use that when the first curtain reaches the other
side and the flash goes off, the second curtain hasn’t yet begun to
close. Most cameras sync at a speed of 1/60; others sync as fast as
1/250. (Leaf shutters sync at any speed because the flash fires
when all the blades are fully retracted.) If you set the camera to a
speed faster that your sync speed, the second curtain will par-
tially cover the film when the flash fires, thus blocking the expo-
sure, and resulting in photos with a black band at one end. How
large the black band is depends on the shutter speed.

Calculating Exposure  
The first step in calculating exposure is determining flash expo-
sure or what ƒ/stop to use. All flashes today are automatic. You set
the flash to the ƒ/stop you want, and it sends out the appropriate

amount of light. The flash has a sensor that reads the amount of
light bouncing off the subject at which it’s aimed. Then, use the
camera’s meter to take a background light reading. I suggest using
the matrix metering setting, not the spot. When you take a read-
ing, set your camera to the correct ƒ/stop and move the shutter
speed dial until it indicates correct exposure. If you use a hand-
held meter, first take the flash reading with the meter set on 1/60
shutter speed. Let’s say it indicates a reading of ƒ/8. Then, take
your background reading, turning your shutter speed dial until the
same ƒ/stop appears. Use whatever shutter speed it indicates. 

There are two types of background light: those that have light
falling on them (like a hotel lobby or any illuminated room), and
those that are their own light source (like city building lights, a
computer screen, or the sky). In the first example, you can use
either a reflective or incident meter reading to read the amount

In this sequence, author Bobbi Lane lights
her subject with a portable flash (Vivitar
285) set on a manual stand, using a CTO
(orange) gel taped on the light that points at
a 60-inch white reflector set at a 45° angle
to her. A 15' sync cord attaches the flash to
the tripod-mounted camera loaded with
daylight film. The flash reading is ƒ/4, and
the reflective light reading off the sky is ƒ/4
at 1/30 sec. Image 2 demonstrates the correct
exposure with the shutter speed set to 1/90,
which makes the sky darker. 

For Images 3–5, the author switches to
tungsten film. In Image 3, the strobe reading
is ƒ/5.6, and the sky is ƒ/5.6 at 1/2 sec.
Without gels and filters, everything goes
blue. In Image 4, the strobe reading is
ƒ/3.5, and the sky reading is ƒ/3.5 at 1/15
sec. In Image 5, the shutter speed is
bracketed to 1/60 sec., which makes the sky
darker.

Woman on Beach. Image 1. Image 2. Image 3.

Image 4. Image 5.
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of light falling on the subject. In the second example, you must
use a reflective reading since the subject is the light source, and
incident readings only read light falling on the subject.

You must be very aware of how much ambient light is falling
on your subject.  If the same amount of light is falling on your sub-
ject as in the background, and you add flash on the subject, the
subject will be overexposed. If there is a two or three-stop differ-
ence in the amount of light from the flash to the ambient, there
will be little effect from the ambient. 

Color Balance  
The color of the light sources is another factor to consider. There
are two film types: daylight, balanced for 5500 Kelvin (bluish or cool
light); and tungsten, balanced for 3200 Kelvin (orange or warm
light). Daylight and strobe are the same color temperature. Stage,
flood and household light fall under the warm category; if they are
the background light source, subjects will photograph with an
orangey cast on daylight film. Daylight and strobe sources photo-
graph bluish on tungsten film. Sometimes this is a pleasing effect
and we don’t want to correct it. Fluorescent and sodium-vapor
lights, however, are a special problem. They emit at a different
wavelength than anything else, and knowing their color tempera-
ture doesn’t help correct the color. Most fluorescents photograph
green on daylight film, requiring a 30 CC magenta correction.

If we want accurate colors on film, we must use correction fil-
ters on the camera or gels on the lights. Filters are optically cor-
rect; we can put them in front of the lens without any image
degradation. Gels are not optically correct, and are used only over

the light source. We can also use filters for effects. The correction
filter for shooting daylight film under tungsten light is an 80A, a
bluish filter, which absorbs the warmth of the tungsten. The
equivalent gel is called “Full Blue.” Half, quarter and eighth blue
are also available. The correction filter for shooting tungsten film
under daylight or strobe is an 85B, an orangey filter that corrects
for the cool light. The gel is called “CTO,” short for color temper-
ature orange; it also is available in half, quarter and eighth. 

Here’s how I photographed the woman on the previous page.
First, I waited until the sun went down so there would be little
light on her. I set up my portable flash on a stand and bounced it
into a white collapsible reflector, although any white card will
do. I had a 15-ft. sync cord running from the flash to my tripod-
mounted camera. The camera  and flash were set on manual. I
couldn’t use the flash on auto because it was pointed at the
reflector. (It would calculate how much light output was needed
to properly expose the reflector, instead of the subject.) I took an
ƒ/4 incident strobe reading at the subject, then took a reflective
reading off the sky, turning the shutter speed dial until ƒ/4
appeared in the aperture box. That gave me an ƒ/4 reading at 1/30-
second. Just to check, I took an ambient incident reading from
the subject; it was ƒ/4 at 1/2-second, four stops different from the
background reading. If I shot her without the strobe, she would
be a silhouette. The subject was lit just by the strobe, and the
background was rendered accurately. I did two other things:
Since I was using daylight film, the color of the strobe light would
be neutral. I wanted to warm it up, so I put a CTO gel on the
strobe, simulating late afternoon light. Also, I bracketed the shut-
ter speed several stops over and under. Faster shutter speeds ren-
der the background darker without affecting the amount of light
on the subject. Slower shutter speeds make the background
lighter, and bring more ambient light on the subject. Slower shut-
ter speeds also can cause blurring around the edge as the subject
moves. The shots on the tungsten film make the background
color bluer; the CTO on the flash corrects it to tungsten balance.
Cool effect!

The photograph of the woman with the computers combines
balancing light and color, and use of a slow shutter for effect. This
woman had updated the middle-school library with computers.
The room had high ceilings with hanging fluorescent lights. I
could not light the entire room without seeing the lights and the
quality of light on her was flat and ugly. I needed to leave the
room lights on for detail (how much would depend upon the
bracket), light her more flatteringly, and correct the green.  If I
used the 30 magenta correction filter on the lens, the room would
be neutral, but she would appear pinkish. So I put a 30 green gel
on my light (a 40° grid spot), which made the strobe light the
same color as the fluorescents, so a 30 magenta filter would cor-
rect it all. I also added a half CTO gel to make her a little warmer.
The strobe reading was ƒ/5.6, and the room reading was 1/2 sec-
ond.  Since the point of the photo was that the library revolved
around her, I spun the camera during the exposure. The strobe
freezes her, while the ambient light provides the spinning blur.

You have a tremendous amount of control over how you want
a photo to look. Bracketing the background exposure can make
the photo darker or lighter for effect.  The strobe light will freeze
the subject, and the slow shutter speed will be blurry if you don’t
use a tripod. This is an effect you can utilize by shaking or spin-
ning the camera during the exposure. Have fun! n

Bobbi Lane is a commercial and stock photographer with
more than 25 years experience. A prize-winning photo
educator, she teaches regularly at the Santa Fe and Calumet
Institute workshops. Bobbi’s web site is www.bobbilane.com.

Here, the author takes note of the room’s high ceiling and fluorescent
lighting, as well as the recessed tungsten spots above the book cases. The
subject is lit by strobe light with grid spot, 30 green gel (to match color of
fluorescence) and 1/2 CTO gel (to pleasingly warm the subject only). Her
camera lens has a 30 CC magenta filter to correct for the green light.
(Notice that the books appear slightly pink/orange. Since tungsten light on
daylight film appears orange, you can get pink/orange by adding
magenta over the lens.) The shutter speed is 1/2 sec., and she holds the
camera by hand while spinning from the center during the exposure.

          


