ESTIMATING EXPOSURES

Long before there were light meters, photographers learned to read light itself and determine exposures with consistent and sometimes surprising accuracy.  Soon the approach was more or less codified into what was called the “F16 Rule” and then later the “Sunny 16” Rule.  Some schools simply refer to it as the “Basic Daylight Exposure” or “BDE.”  It is quite easy to use and can form the basis for subsequent exposure adjustments to various lighting scenarios seen as simply exposure corrections of the BDE.

The rule is simple: it says that on a normal sunny day with good crisp shadows the exposure should be: 

f16 @ 1/ISO.

For example, if you were using ISO 125 film (e.g. Plus-X ) then you starting exposure would be f16 @ 1/125.  From that “basic daylight exposure” you can then adjust your exposure to achieve the desired f-stop and shutter speed combination.

Using that rule to establish the Basic Daylight Exposure (BDE) you can then calculate exposures for other conditions according to the following plan.  Remember, these are close estimations so if the shot is critical, bracket the shots by up to a stop in both directions.

	Lighting Situation/Scenario
	Exposure Adjustment


DAYTIME EXPOSURES

	Normal Sunny Day with good crisp shadows, full range of tones/contrast
	BDE     (f16 @ 1/ISO)

	Extremely bright Day on snow or sand or with lots of reflective surfaces
	BDE – 1 Stop  (f22)

	High Hazy, very soft but noticeable and shaped shadows
	BDE + 1 Stop  (f11)

	Overcast, “cloudy bright, barely seen but discernable, shaped shadows
	BDE + 2 Stops (f8)

	Heavy Overcast, Open shade, no shaped subject shadows 
	BDE + 3 Stops (f5.6)

	Rainy “Gray” day, no shadows but good visibility
	BDE + 4-5 Stops (f4 - f2.8)


THE MOON

	Full Moon
	BDE

	2/3 Moon
	BDE +1/3 Stop

	½ Moon
	BDE + ½ Stop

	1/3 Moon
	BDE + 2/3 Stop


NIGHTIME SHOTS

	Neon and brightly lit signs, billboards, etc.
	BDE + 5 Stops

	Stage Shows with bright lights (Vegas shows, musicals, etc.)
	BDE + 5 Stops

	Stage Shows, plays, normal lights (for school stages add 2 more stops)
	BDE + 7 Stops

	Flood lit events on reflective surfaces like ice shows
	BDE + 6 Stops

	Flood lit events on large tents, arena like circuses
	BDE + 7 Stops

	Very Bright streets such as Las Vegas Strip or Times Square
	BDE + 6 Stops

	Store Windows with normal to bright lighting
	BDE + 6 Stops

	Normal downtown Streets brightly lit
	BDE + 7 Stops

	Office with Fluorescents (remember to filter and add filter factor)
	BDE + 6 stops

	Flood Lit office buildings, statues, fountains, etc.
	BDE + 10-12 Stops

	Distant shots of city skylines (remember reciprocity adjustments if nec.)
	BDE + 13 Stops

	Night sports, brightly lit stadiums (more light in football than baseball) 
	BDE + 6-7 Stops

	Amusement and theme parks, fair rides and barkers
	BDE + 8 stops

	Home interior den/living room (for kitchen reduce 1.5 stops)
	BDE + 9.5 stops

	Church interiors (using tungsten lights)
	BDE + 9 stops

	Christmas lights 
	BDE + 10 stops

	Fireworks (usually just hold shutter open for displays)
	BDE + 6 stops
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