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INTRODUCTION

My interest in long-exposure photography began when I purchased my first neutral-density filter. After I started 

creating images where the splashing water transformed into a cotton-candy wonderland, I was immediately 

hooked! Since then, making long exposures of water has become a regular part of my photography. I find that 

there is something very peaceful about being in a quiet, cool, mossy forest with only the sound of rushing water 

to break the silence.

I’ve been writing books and eBooks for several years and I decided that it was long past time for me to create a 

tutorial revealing everything I know about creating long exposures of moving water. And so, in this eBook I did just 

that! Throughout these pages you will read about the different types of gear you can use, including lenses, filters, 

and accessories, as well as which camera settings work best to calculate your exposures. I also offer advice on 

composition when photographing water and 

share some tips to make your photography 

outings more enjoyable. Then, I bring it all 

together in the last chapter, where I walk 

you through three photography setups 

from start to finish, including the post-

processing steps in Adobe Lightroom and 

ON1 Photo 10.

I hope you enjoy this eBook and maybe it 

even ignites your passion for photographing 

moving water. Let’s get to it!

INTRODUCTION

Nicole S. Young 

Photographer & Author
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VIDEO TUTORIALS

With your purchase of this eBook, you also have access to video tutorials that 

demonstrate some of the post-processing techniques shown throughout the 

eBook. These tutorials can be streamed online, or they can be downloaded 

to your computer or mobile device to view at any time. You can also use the 

practice image files to follow along and practice on your own computer.

•	 To access the practice images, please locate the download files 

you received with your purchase.

•	 To access the video tutorials and downloads, please use either 

the link below or the video thumbnails on the right:

CLICK HERE
Video Tutorials Access Link (Internet Required)

VIDEO TUTORIALS

Processing a Long 
Exposure at Sunrise

Correcting Color Shift from 
Neutral-Density Filters

Step by Step:
Cedar Creek Grist Mill

Step by Step:
Punalu’u Black Sand Beach

Step by Step:
Vernazza at Cinque Terre

https://nicolesyblog.com/cnup3e2jjh0x/
https://nicolesyblog.com/cnup3e2jjh0x/
https://nicolesyblog.com/cnup3e2jjh0x/
https://nicolesyblog.com/cnup3e2jjh0x/
https://nicolesyblog.com/cnup3e2jjh0x/
https://nicolesyblog.com/cnup3e2jjh0x/
https://nicolesyblog.com/cnup3e2jjh0x/


1 For all photographers, gear is an essential requirement to pursue their craft. Depending on what you’re 

photographing, however, some types of gear are more important than others. When capturing long exposures 

of running water, you need some specific gear and features, such as the ability to time your exposure for several 

seconds and add a filter to the front of the lens. In this chapter, I will detail all of the types of gear you can and 

should use, and I will also clarify which of these items are necessary, suggested, or even just something that 

makes life a little easier.

Essential Equipment for Long-Exposure Water Photography

CAMERA 
GEAR
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CAMERA REQUIREMENTS

The most important thing to consider when photographing long 

exposures is control. You need to have complete, manual control 

of your camera settings, particularly the shutter speed, and you 

also need the ability to set your camera to Bulb mode (also called 

Time mode on some cameras). Most DSLRs and mirrorless camera 

bodies will accommodate this, and the particular brand you choose 

is not important. As long as it allows you to manually control your 

camera and create exposures that last longer than 30-seconds, 

you have a camera that will work well for long exposures (Figure 

1.1). Here are some other things to consider when choosing a 

camera for long-exposure water photography.

I use both SLR and mirrorless cameras for my long-exposure 
photographs. Here you can see my Canon 5D Mark III set up to 
photograph the waves and rocks along the Oregon coast.

Photographed with an iPhone 6 Plus

Figure 1.1
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FULL-FRAME VERSUS CROP-FRAME: There is very little difference in terms 

of the quality of your image or requirements for creating a long exposure when 

using full-frame versus a crop-frame camera. The only consideration would be 

focal length, because you may find certain locations work well with a wider lens. 

A crop-sensor lens, by design, will increase the perceived focal length of a 

given lens. For example, a 24mm lens would appear to be cropped to about the 

equivalent of a 38mm lens on a crop-sensor camera (Figures 1.2 and 1.3).

COMPATIBILITY WITH CABLE RELEASES: It’s essential that you have a cable 

release that allows you to hold the shutter down and lock it for long exposures. 

Almost all wired cable releases will do this, so if that’s what you use then you’ll be 

all set. Any cable release is fine; it doesn’t need to be high-tech or fancy. When 

using Canon cameras, I use the basic Canon Remote Switch RS-80N3. If you use 

a wireless release for your camera and want to create very long exposures, you 

may need to consult the user manual to make sure that you can hold the shutter 

open for longer than 30 seconds.

Figure 1.2 shows a scene photographed with a full-frame camera, and Figure 1.3 represents 
what that same view and setup would be when photographed with a crop-sensor camera.

Canon 5D Mark III • Canon 24–70mm ƒ/2.8L II lens • 30 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 100

Figures 1.2 and 1.3

Figure 1.2

Figure 1.3
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This is a very typical setup for me when photographing long 
exposures: a Canon 6D, 24–70mm lens, Lee Filter Holder, and Canon 
RS-80N3 cable release (off-camera).

Photographed with an iPhone 6 Plus

INTERCHANGEABLE LENSES: While a fixed-lens camera may be 

easy to tote around, not having the ability to change lenses could 

mean you lose the advantage of drastically altering or improving 

your composition. A camera that allows for interchangeable lenses 

is not a requirement, but it’s definitely worth considering in order 

to open up your options for framing your shots (Figure 1.4).

FILTER RING: To achieve a very long exposure in normal weather 

conditions, adding filters to your lens is a must. Most, if not all, 

lenses for DSLRs and mirrorless camera will have this capability, 

but I thought it worth mentioning in case you want to use a non-

standard camera or lens.

Figure 1.4
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Sometimes the only way to get a tighter composition is to use a long lens. 
For this photograph of Falls Creek Falls in Oregon, the waterfall is a good 
distance from the viewing area and the only way to photograph the details is 
by using a telephoto lens.

Canon 5D Mark III • Canon 70–200mm ƒ/4L IS lens • 165 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 100

RECOMMENDED LENSES

When you’re photographing waterfalls, a lot of different lenses will work. My 

opinion, however, is that zoom lenses are the best option. True, you could just 

move your feet to “zoom in” to your subject with a fixed (or prime) lens, but when 

photographing at tricky locations, such as a waterfall with limited options for 

positioning, a zoom is a much better bet (Figure 1.5). Depending on the location, 

you may not be able to get up close or even far away from what you want to 

photograph, and so the only option is to zoom in or out on your subject.

Figure 1.5
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There are other benefits to zoom lenses, besides the ease of 

range in focal length with just the one lens. When using filters, 

regardless of the type you use (circular or rectangular), you will 

benefit from not having to have several filter sizes or adapters 

to fit on the front of your lens. All lenses have what is called a 

“filter ring” size, listed in millimeters (mm), and they are not all the 

same. You could get lucky with a few lenses sharing the same 

filter size, but odds are that you will end up having two or three 

lenses you use that all have different filter sizes.

The filter ring size, as indicated in the yellow circle in Figure 1.6, will help you 
determine the filter size (for circular filters) or adapter size (for square filters). In 
this example, because I am using square filters, I would need a 58mm adapter for 
my filter holder to fit to this lens, the Fuji 18—55mm.

Fuji X-T1 • Zeiss Touit 32mm ƒ/1.8 lens • 1/125 sec at ƒ/2 • ISO 200

Figure 1.6
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When I go out to specifically shoot long exposures of water, my preference is to have two main zoom lenses, one wide 

and one long. With my Fuji X-T1, those are the 18–55mm and 50–140mm lenses (Figure 1.7). With my Canon camera, 

I prefer the 24–70mm and 70–200mm lenses. I find that these lenses give me a wide variety of choices in terms of 

focal length. This keeps my pack light and easy to hike with, which is oftentimes a requirement in order to locate and 

photograph a waterfall.

Benefits of Zoom Lenses:
• Easy to compose in tricky locations

• Less gear to haul around while hiking or traveling

• Fewer lens changes keeps lens elements clean

• Makes filter use much easier (it is not necessary to change filters 
or purchase more than one size)

This is a basic setup of the gear I bring with me to photograph 
long exposures: Fuji X-T1, Lee Filter Holder with circular polarizer, 
adapter rings, batteries, MindShift Gear Filter Hive Mini, cable 
release, lenses (Zeiss Touit 12mm, Fuji 18–55mm, Fuji 50–140mm), 
and a Really Right Stuff tripod.

Figure 1.7
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TRIPOD AND TRIPOD HEADS

A sturdy tripod is a must-have when photographing long exposures. The 

camera needs to be stable to avoid camera shake, especially because 

you will have your shutter open for several seconds.

There are many different types of tripods on the market to choose 

from, all with varying price-points. If you are serious about landscape 

photography and can afford it, I highly recommend getting a good carbon-

fiber tripod. Carbon fiber is a lightweight and very sturdy material that 

makes it easy to haul around when you have to hike out to your location. 

Really Right Stuff, Gitzo, and Induro all carry good-quality carbon-fiber 

tripods that I would recommend to anyone. I currently use a Really Right 

Stuff TVC-24 (Figure 1.8), a nice all-around tripod I can use when I am 

out shooting at home or when I travel both domestically and overseas.

Here you can see my tripod, a Really Right Stuff TVC-24, with a 
BH-40 ballhead.

Photographed with an iPhone 6 Plus

Figure 1.8
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It’s a good idea to have a sturdy ballhead and tripod plate. I use an 
Arca-Swiss-style L-bracket, which is semi-permanently attached to my 
camera so there is no chance of it wiggling off.

Photographed with an iPhone 6 Plus

When you get a tripod, don’t neglect the tripod head! A good 

tripod head can make your photography experience so much 

easier, and a good one is worth its weight in gold. Some tripod 

plates can be flimsy or easily detach from the camera or tripod 

head when you least expect it. (Trust me, I know from personal 

experience!) My preference is to use an Arca-Swiss-style tripod 

head with an L-bracket, which is attached to the camera using 

an Allen key (Figure 1.9). Then, the camera can be placed on 

the tripod either horizontally or vertically, which makes switching 

camera orientation a breeze. It also is one of the most secure ways 

to hold your camera on a tripod, which is very important when you 

are working near (or right above) water!

Figure 1.9
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When exposing a scene more than 30 seconds, I prefer to do my 
calculations and watch the time using an app on my iPhone. This is a 
screen-shot from NDTimer. (www.three60.com/ndtimer)

STOPWATCH

To create a long exposure, you will need some sort of stopwatch or timer to keep track 

of your exposure time. Most cameras can be set to a maximum shutter speed setting of 

30 seconds only, and so any exposure beyond that time needs to be done manually in 

the Bulb mode. An old-fashioned hand-held stopwatch will work just fine and do the job 

flawlessly. My suggestion, however, is to go a little more high-tech by using the timer on 

a smartphone, or go even one step further and get a long-exposure photography app, 

which allows you to calculate your exposure and count down the time for you while 

exposing your image (Figure 1.10).

There are several long-exposure apps currently on the market. Please turn to Chapter 2 

to view a handful of these apps for both iOS and Android.

Figure 1.10

http://three60.com/ndtimer
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Square neutral-density filters allow you to use the same filter with 
many different types of lenses. This is a Lee 3-Stop ND filter.

FILTER SETUP

For long-exposure water photography, a 

good set of neutral-density (ND) filters is a 

photographer’s best friend. 

SQUARE FILTERS: A setup using square 

(and rectangular) filters is my preference 

for using ND filters to photograph water 

(Figure 1.11). To use these types of filters, you 

first need a filter holder setup that sits on 

the front of the camera. This holder comes 

with individual rings for different filter ring 

sizes, allowing you to quickly swap out the 

filters from one lens to another. You can 

even stack more than one filter (usually 

two or three) without worrying about lens 

vignetting.
Figure 1.11
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Circular filters come in different sizes, and the filter you use will 
depend on the size of your lens.

Figure 1.12

CIRCULAR FILTERS: Circular filters are another option and are great 

if you are starting out (Figure 1.12). They do, however, have some 

limitations. For starters, they can be tricky to screw on and off, 

and working in chilly weather makes it even more difficult. 

Also, the biggest reason why they are not as practical is that 

each individual filter will fit on only one specific filter ring. 

In other words, if you have two lenses you use regularly 

that have different filter ring sizes, then you would need 

to purchase two of the same ND filters at different filter 

ring sizes in order to use an ND filter for each lens. This 

can really add up in terms of cost and space in your camera 

bag, especially if you want to have more than one type of ND 

filter in your collection (such as a 3-stop and a 6-stop).

Another downside to circular filters is that they can cause problems 

when you want to stack more than one at a time. If you want to place 

more than one filter on your lens, with circular filters you run the risk 

of adding unwanted vignetting to the edges of your image, which gets 

more and more pronounced the more filters you place on the camera.
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Notice the rocks and how much shine they have to them.

Canon 6D • Canon 24–70mm ƒ/2.8L II lens • 8 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 100

CIRCULAR POLARIZER: With water, using a circular polarizer is a must. After 

I started using one regularly with my waterscape photographs, I wondered 

what I ever did without one! A circular polarizer allows you to cut through the 

reflection of water, and it also does wonders with wet rocks (Figures 1.13 and 

1.14). If you are using square filters, there is even a way to put a large circular 

polarizer on the front of your filter holder to use in addition to your ND filters. 

Keep in mind that polarizers work best when your camera is pointing at a 

90-degree angle from the sun. So you may not see much of a result if using it 

at sunrise or sunset, but it should show results at most other times of the day.

Figure 1.13

Figure 1.13

Figure 1.14

By using a circular polarizer and rotating the filter I was able to 
remove all of that glare from the rocks.

Canon 6D • Canon 24–70mm ƒ/2.8L II lens • 10 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 100

Figure 1.14
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I prefer to use the electronic level inside of my camera to straighten 
the horizon in my photographs.

Photographed with an iPhone 6 Plus

ACCESSORIES

Along with the standard essential camera gear needed for long-

exposure water photography, here are a few additional items that 

you may want to consider using.

BUBBLE LEVEL OR ELECTRONIC LEVEL: Sometimes it isn’t easy 

to see by looking through the viewfinder or the LCD on the camera 

if your horizon is level. And, if you are photographing a location 

where there is no horizon, such as a waterfall without a sky, then 

using a level makes it easy to make sure that your images are 

properly leveled in-camera. I prefer to use the electronic level on 

the back of my camera, but if you don’t have one (or prefer not to 

use it), a simple, yellow bubble level will work just fine (Figure 1.15).

Figure 1.15
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LENS CLOTHS AND WIPES: When working around water, it’s always 

good to have some extra lens cloths and wet-wipes nearby. Water 

spots may not be noticeable right away when you are taking your 

photos, but they are very visible when you look at the images on your 

computer. It’s best to have plenty of wipes on-hand in order to keep 

your lens and filter elements dust and water free.

You may also consider a large cloth or soft towel to use as well. When 

photographing waterfalls, or if you are standing very close to the water 

on a beach, sea-spray and waterfall mist is not your friend. You may 

not notice it at first, but once your lens starts to get “foggy” with little 

beads of water, you’ll quickly realize that you need to do something 

about it. The best way to prevent this is to carry a large cloth to drape 

over your camera when you are not exposing an image, and then 

remove it to expose your shot (Figure 1.16). I don’t need to use a cloth 

like this all the time, but when I do, I’m always glad I have one handy.

I carry a large lens cloth to use as a drape over my lens when 
photographing in areas where there is a lot of mist or spray from 
the waterfall.

Photographed with an iPhone 6 Plus

Figure 1.16
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POUCH FOR FILTERS:  When using filters it’s a good practice to 

have a pouch or container so that you have a safe and secure 

place to store them. If you have only one or two filters, then there 

is no problem with using the packaging that was included when 

you purchased them. However, once you start accumulating a good 

amount, then you may want to upgrade to something that can hold 

all of them. On any given outing I tend to carry four filters: three 

square ND filters (3-stop, 6-stop, and 10-stop), and a rectangular 

graduated ND filter. To carry all four of these I use a MindShift Filter 

Hive Mini, which sits nicely in my bag and allows me to remove it for 

easy access when I am shooting (Figure 1.17).

The MindShift Filter Hive Mini allows me to carry four square or 
rectangular filters.

Fuji X-T1 • Zeiss Touit 32mm ƒ/1.8 lens • 1/125 sec at ƒ/1.8 • ISO 320

Figure 1.17



2
Properly Executing a Long-Exposure Water Photograph

Having appropriate gear to photograph a long exposure is a good start, but in order to properly execute a 

blurred water photo you need to know how to manipulate the settings inside of your camera. In this chapter, I 

will walk you through the steps needed to set up and calculate a long exposure photograph using ND filters, 

introduce you to some mobile applications you can use to make those calculations easier, and also explain how 

using different metering and camera modes can affect the outcome of your photograph. But first, let’s review 

some of the basic settings in your camera to get your long exposures off to a good start.

SETTINGS & 
EXPOSURE
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When photographing long exposures, I typically start with the above setup 
on my Canon 6D: Aperture Priority mode, the aperture set to ƒ/11, and the 
ISO set to 100. With these settings, the camera will determine my shutter 
speed. If it requires a shutter speed longer than 30 seconds, I switch to 
Bulb mode and calculate the exposure manually or with the help of a 
mobile application.

CAMERA SETTINGS

Determining your camera settings for long exposures is 

really no different than prepping for a standard landscape 

photograph—you just need to make sure that you have a 

few things squared away for it to be a success. The most 

obvious is that you want the length of your exposure to 

be long enough to blur the water to your liking. You can 

accomplish this through creative use of in-camera settings 

or by implementing ND filters to block out some of the light.

As with most setups, the exposure triangle—ISO, aperture, 

and shutter speed—works together to create the final 

photograph. There are also other settings you may want 

to adjust, such as the camera mode, metering mode, and 

display parameters in your camera. Let’s go through each of 

these to help you determine what the ideal setup is in order 

to create a beautiful, long-exposure image.

Figure 2.1
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This image was photographed at ISO 6400, zoomed in to a 100% crop. 
Notice the noise in the top-right portion of the frame.

Fuji X-T1 • Fuji 18–55mm lens • 1/12 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 6400

ISO: The first setting in the exposure triangle is the ISO. With film, this setting 

literally determines how much light is needed to expose an image into the 

grain of the film. A lower number means that there are more grains in the 

film, and so more light is needed to create a balanced exposure. As the ISO 

number increases, the film grains get larger and the amount of light needed 

for each shot is decreased.

With digital, although we have the advantage of being able to select and 

change the ISO number for each frame (instead of an entire roll of film), the 

basic concept remains the same. The lower the number, the more light you 

need (in other words, a longer exposure) and the less grainy (or, “noisy”) 

your image will be. Unless you have good reason to use a high number, I 

recommend sticking with your lowest native ISO setting for your camera. For 

most cameras this will be either ISO 100 or 200.

Figure 2.3

Figure 2.2

Figure 2.3

This image was photographed at ISO 200, zoomed in to a 100% crop.

Fuji X-T1 • Fuji 18–55mm lens • 2.5 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 200

Figure 2.2
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APERTURE: The aperture is a circular device inside of the lens that opens and closes to allow light onto the sensor. A wide aperture, such 

as ƒ/2.8 or ƒ/4, will bring more light into the lens, allowing you to set the shutter speed to a higher number, and will also help add blur to the 

background and/or foreground of your photograph. A narrow aperture, on the other hand, such as ƒ/16 or ƒ/22, will require your shutter speed 

to be much longer (and will oftentimes require the use of a tripod for stability), but will also keep more of the image in focus. (Figure 2.4)

ƒ/4

Fuji X-T1 • Fuji 18–55mm lens • 1/5 sec at ƒ/4 • ISO 200 Fuji X-T1 • Fuji 18–55mm lens • 0.8 sec at ƒ/8 • ISO 200 Fuji X-T1 • Fuji 18–55mm lens • 6 sec at ƒ/22 • ISO 200

ƒ/8 ƒ/22

These three images show what the same scene looks like when 
photographed at ƒ/4, ƒ/8, and ƒ/22. Pay attention to the background and how 
it seems to come into focus as the aperture gets smaller.

Figure 2.4
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For most landscape and long-exposure water photos, you will likely want to use an aperture that keeps the majority (if not all) of your scene in 

focus. For simplicity’s sake, I tend to use an aperture ranging from ƒ/8 to ƒ/16, and then I focus on an area about one-third of the way into my 

scene. This setup will usually give me a photograph where everything is in focus and sharp, and on an overcast day it also tends to block out 

enough light to elongate the shutter speed sufficiently for a long exposure, without the need for an ND filter.

If you prefer to get very technical and scientific with your settings, however, then determining the proper aperture for a completely in-focus shot 

is not always that simple. With the help of a reference table like PhotoPills, you can determine the hyperfocal distance of your image, which is 

the distance in your scene to focus on at a given aperture and focal length to guarantee that 

all of the scene from that point on is in focus (Figure 2.5).

Another thing to keep in mind when setting your aperture is that while a smaller aperture 

(such as ƒ/22 or ƒ/32, for example) will block out a lot of light and give you a greater chance 

of your entire image being in focus, it is usually not the best choice and should be used only 

as a last resort. Each lens has an optimal aperture setting where it is sharpest. In general, very 

wide and very narrow apertures also tend to be the least sharp settings you can use with your 

lens. To find out the best setting for your camera, I recommend checking the reviews over on 

www.dpreview.com.

Here I am using the hyperfocal table from the PhotoPills app for iOS to calculate depth 
of field for a landscape photo. It is a remarkable app with many other features, and I 
highly recommend it for landscape and nature photographers. (www.photopills.com)

Fuji X-T1 • Fuji XF 18–55mm lens • 1/125 sec at ƒ/3.6 • ISO 1250

Figure 2.5

http://www.dpreview.com/products/lenses
http://www.photopills.com
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SHUTTER SPEED: The shutter speed of your exposure will ultimately 

determine how much motion blur is added to the water (Figures 2.6 and 

2.7). The longer the shutter speed, the more blur you add to the image, and 

vice versa. The speed of the subject is important as well. When captured 

at the same shutter speed, a slow-moving wave creeping over rocks on 

the coast will look much different than a faster-moving wave crashing on 

the shore with much greater force.

A lot of the fun in photographing water is that each photo, even of the 

same scene at the same shutter speed, can look completely different! 

After I have set up my image, I often create several frames of the same 

scene over and over, just to see what types of variations I can get (Figure 

2.8, next page).

These images represent a scene photographed with a faster shutter speed (top) and a 
slower shutter speed (bottom).

Top image: Canon 5D Mark III • Canon 70–200mm ƒ/4L IS lens • 1/20 sec at ƒ/13 • ISO 100

Bottom image: Canon 5D Mark III • Canon 70–200mm ƒ/4L IS lens • 8 sec at ƒ/13 • ISO 100

Figures 2.6 and 2.7

Figure 2.6

Figure 2.7
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Because I photographed this 
scene in Aperture Priority 
mode, the camera determined 
the shutter speed and made 
changes based on the amount of 
light it was reading through the 
viewfinder. It’s interesting to see 
the different looks the exact same 
scene can display depending on 
the types of waves, as well as the 
length of the shutter speed.

Canon 5D Mark III

Canon 70–200mm ƒ/4L IS lens

ƒ/8 at ISO 100

Figure 2.8

8 sec1/250 sec

6 sec 2 sec
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METERING MODE: The metering mode of your camera determines how the camera’s meter decides on a balanced exposure. The way this 

works is you choose a location in your scene (most often it is the focus point of your image or the very center of the frame), and the camera 

“reads” the light in that area and then determines how much light is needed to properly expose the scene. Cameras these days tend to do 

a great job of getting things right, but they’re not always 100% accurate. Using tools, such as different metering modes, can help you get 

accurate (or close-to-accurate) exposures every time.

There are a few basic metering modes, but all cameras are a little bit different (Figure 2.9). You may need to consult your user manual for 

specifics on your camera model. For landscape photographs, including long-exposure water photographs, I recommend against using Spot 

Metering mode. With Spot Metering, the camera determines exposure based on a very small area of the frame, usually determined by the 

focal point. This mode is good if you want to make sure that a certain spot in your scene is properly exposed; however, it will probably not 

be the best option for most landscape photography. With the other metering modes, I recommend that you test them out, but don’t over-

think it. The great thing about digital photography is that you get instant feedback, so you can easily make adjustments to your settings if 

needed. (Figure 2.10, next page)

Your camera will allow you to choose a metering mode in your settings. Four of the common 
ones are shown above.

Evaluative Metering Partial Metering Spot Metering Center-Weighted Average

Figure 2.9



Waterfalls & Waves | by Nicole S. Young

SETTINGS & EXPOSURE 25

This example shows how the 
scene is exposed differently, 
depending on the metering mode 
selected. In this case, the meter 
took its measurment on the dark 
rock in the center of the frame. (All 
images photographed at ƒ/11, ISO 
100, using Aperture Priority.)

Canon 6D 
Canon 16–35mm lens 
ƒ/11 at ISO 100

Figure 2.10

Evaluative Metering (3 sec) Partial Metering (6 sec)

Center-Weighted Average (4 sec)Spot Metering (6 sec)
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CAMERA MODE: In order to set up your aperture and shutter speed, you first need to determine which camera mode 

you want to use. The three modes that I find work best with long-exposure water photographs are Aperture Priority, 

Manual, and Bulb. The mode you use will depend on your personal preference, as well as the length of exposure.

Aperture Priority: This is the mode that I tend to use when working with long exposures that are 30 seconds 

or less (anything longer than 30 seconds will require Bulb mode). I prefer this mode because it automatically 

adjusts the shutter speed for any change of light in the scene. You choose and set your aperture, and then the 

camera determines the shutter speed based on the amount of light in your scene and your metering mode. I will 

typically set my aperture to either ƒ/11 or ƒ/16, and then let the camera determine the shutter speed. And, if you 

need to increase or decrease the exposure length, just use the Exposure Compensation dial. This will “trick” the 

camera into underexposing or overexposing the scene.

Manual: For an exposure that is 30 seconds or less, you can also use the Manual mode to set things up. To get a 

proper exposure, first set your aperture and then use the camera’s internal meter to determine the shutter speed. 

If you would like to underexpose or overexpose your photo, just move the dial to the left or right, respectively.

Bulb: If you see a flashing or red shutter speed on your camera (usually it flashes the “30 second” indicator) and 

your shutter speed needs to be longer than 30 seconds, then you will need to go into Bulb mode. In this mode, 

you set the ISO and aperture, and then you use a cable release to hold the shutter open for as long as you would 

like. Note: To determine the proper exposure for photographing in Bulb mode, please turn to the section titled 

Calculating Proper Exposure with ND Filters.

Aperture Priority

Manual Mode

Bulb Mode
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FILE TYPE: With digital cameras, you have two choices for your file 

type: JPEG and RAW. I always recommend that the camera be set to 

RAW, as it gives you much more flexibility with post-processing. And 

with long exposures, especially when using ND filters, RAW is always 

the best choice (Figure 2.11). Oftentimes you will get a color cast when 

using ND filters, and the only way to completely correct for that color 

cast is to edit the white balance settings in RAW (see Chapter 4 for a 

step-by-step example of this method).

If you are just starting out with photography and are still learning how to 

process your images, that’s okay! Most cameras allow you to photograph 

in both RAW and JPEG at the same time, so you can always choose that 

setting if you’re not sure. Granted, it will take up a little more space on 

your memory card and hard drive, but it’s a small price to pay. The last 

thing you would want after spending hours photographing is to find 

out that your options are too limited in post-processing to make your 

photos look their best.

The original RAW image had a blue color cast caused by the ND filter I was 
using to lengthen the shutter speed. Adjusting a few settings in Adobe 
Lightroom allowed me to bring the original color back to the scene.

Canon 5D Mark III • Canon TS-E 24mm lens • 52 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 100

Figure 2.11
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This photograph represents an image that is overexposed, where the whites have 
very little detail. Notice how the graph is pushed all the way flush with the right. 
When you see this, you will know that you have an area of pure white in your image.

Canon 5D Mark III • Canon 70–200mm ƒ/4L IS lens • 15 sec at ƒ/16 • ISO 100

WATCH OUT FOR THE WHITE AREAS: When photographing 

long exposures of water, you need to watch the whites in your 

image very carefully. It can be easy to overexpose the photograph 

and remove all detail from the water. You may be going for a  

“soft water” look, but you still don’t want to completely remove 

all color and shadows from the water.

There are a few ways that you can go about making sure that 

you don’t overexpose the water. The first is by checking the 

histogram (Figure 2.12). If you are unfamiliar with how a histogram 

works, don’t worry! It’s not as complicated as it looks. There are 

really only two things to keep in mind when reading a histogram: 

Blacks are on the left, and whites are on the right. When the 

curvy graph is pushed all the way to the right, then that means 

that whites in the image are overexposed and have zero details, 

and the same goes for the left (blacks have zero details). For 

water images, you will mostly be concerned with the right side 

of the histogram.

Figure 2.12
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You can view a histogram on your camera or on your computer. On my Canon 6D and other Canon cameras, I press the 

PLAY button to preview a photo, and then I press the INFO button until the histogram appears. On my Fuji X-T1, I press 

the PLAY button to preview a photo, and then I press DISP BACK to show the histogram view. If you are using a different 

camera brand, you may need to consult your user manual to learn how to locate the histogram view.

You can also preview the histogram inside of almost all photo-editing software. The histogram is most often found in 

a panel in the upper-right portion of the application window. On the next page, Figure 2.15 shows the locations of the 

histogram inside of Adobe Lightroom, Adobe Photoshop, and ON1 Photo.

To view the histogram on a 
Canon 6D, preview the photo 
and then press the INFO button 
until it appears.

When previewing an image on 
the Fuji X-T1, press the DISP 
BACK button to cycle through 
the view modes and see the 
histogram.

Figure 2.13

Figure 2.14

Figure 2.13 Figure 2.14
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These examples show what the 
histogram looks like in Lightroom, 
ON1 Photo, Photoshop, and 
Photoshop Elements.

Figure 2.15

Adobe Lightroom CC

Adobe Photoshop

ON1 Photo

Adobe Photoshop Elements
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You can enable the Highlight Alert on your camera to make the white 
areas blink if they are overexposed, just as I did here with my Canon 
6D. (Please consult your manual for specifics on enabling this feature 
on your camera model.)

Another way to check for overexposed whites (and a much simpler 

method) is to enable the Highlight Alert feature on your camera. 

I like to call them “blinkies.” This will make overexposed white 

areas blink when you preview the image on your camera.

On my Canon 6D and all other Canon EOS camera bodies, I activate 

this feature by changing the Highlight Alert setting to Enable. On 

my Fuji X-T1, I need to view the image in the histogram mode to 

see these areas blink. Not all cameras are the same, so please 

consult your user manual to find out if your camera has this feature, 

and also to locate it as well. (By the way, this setting is typically 

disabled by default when you purchase a camera.)

Figure 2.16
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WHAT IS A STOP?

Photographers use the word “stop” in photography as a way to indicate a measurement of light. In the same way that a foot or meter is an 

increment of distance, a stop is an increment of light. For example, in terms of aperture, one full stop is the difference between ƒ/4 and ƒ/5.6. 

And, if someone talks about “stopping down,” that means the photographer is decreasing the amount of light (from ƒ/8 to ƒ/11, for example). 

Each time you decrease by one stop, you are halving your exposure, and each time you increase by one stop, you are doubling your exposure.

When photographing long exposures and using ND filters, you may notice that the filters are organized in terms of stops. For example, a 

3-stop ND filter requires your camera to compensate for the exposure by three stops of light. This means that if your current exposure (without 

a filter) is one second, adding a 3-stop ND filter will increase the exposure time to 8 seconds. Because each full stop doubles the exposure 

time, then you need to double the exposure three times:

When you start to get into more complicated exposure times, use higher-stop ND filters, or stack filters, you may want to consider using a 

mobile app to help with the calculation. (Turn to the next section to learn how to calculate your long exposures with and without a mobile app.)

BASE EXPOSURE

1 second

1-STOP ND

2 seconds

2-STOP ND

4 seconds

3-STOP ND

8 seconds> > >
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CALCULATING PROPER EXPOSURE WITH ND FILTERS

For many scenes of waterfalls or waves, an exposure of 30 seconds or less is ideal, and there is not always the need to go beyond that length of 

time. In some cases, you may want a longer exposure, however; or maybe the amount of light in your scene is too bright and will not allow you 

to get your exposure as long as you would like. In these cases, a neutral density filter, also referred to as an ND filter, is required. ND filters are 

darkened glass or resin that block light, allowing you to lengthen your shutter speed for a longer exposure (Figure 2.17).

1/90 
sec

10 sec

Base Exposure

Canon 5D Mark III • Canon 24–70mm lens 
1/90 sec at ƒ/13 • ISO 100

With 6-stop ND filter

Canon 5D Mark III • Canon 24–70mm lens 
10 sec at ƒ/13 • ISO 100

ND filters decrease the 
amount of light coming 
through the lens, allowing 
you to extend the shutter 
speed and blur water. The 
image on the left shows a 
photo without the use of an 
ND filter, and for the image 
on the right I used a 6-stop 
ND filter to lengthen the 
exposure.

Figure 2.17
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MANUAL CALCULATION: In some cases, using an ND 

filter may not require any math to set the exposure. When 

I use 3-stop or 6-stop filters, oftentimes the exposure will 

still be set to 30 seconds or less, so Aperture Priority mode 

can determine the exposure on its own. However, once 

the exposure time exceeds 30 seconds, you will need to 

figure out the time yourself. Here’s how to determine the 

correct exposure when using an ND filter.

STEP 1:
CREATE THE BASE IMAGE
Set up your camera (without an ND filter), frame your scene, 

and create a base exposure. I typically use Aperture Priority 

mode for this setup. For this example, I also have a circular 

polarizer on the front of my lens, which I will be using as part 

of my base exposure.

Then, preview your image and take note of your shutter speed; 

you will use this info to calculate the length of your exposure. 

For this example, my shutter speed is 0.5 seconds.

Step 1

Fuji X-T1 • Fuji 18–55mm lens • 0.5 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 200
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STEP 2:
ADD A FILTER
Add an ND filter to your lens and take note of the amount of 

stops the filter has. For this setup I will use a 6-stop ND filter.

STEP 3:
CALCULATE THE EXPOSURE
Now it’s time to do some math. For each stop of light you are 

blocking out with the ND filter you need to double your exposure 

time. For this example, because I am using a 6-stop ND filter I 

need to double my exposure six times.

Step 2

BASE EXPOSURE

1 STOP

2 STOPS

3 STOPS

4 STOPS

5 STOPS

6 STOPS

0.5 sec

1 sec

2 sec

4 sec

8 sec

16 sec

32 sec



Waterfalls & Waves | by Nicole S. Young

SETTINGS & EXPOSURE 36

STEP 4: 
Now, I set my camera up in Bulb mode. Using a cable release, I expose the scene for approximately 32 seconds to create my long-exposure photograph. 

The final long exposure smooths out and removes most of the detail in the water. 

Step 4

I used a Canon RS-60E3 cable release with my Fuji X-T1 (left) to produce the final exposure (right).

Fuji X-T1 • Fuji 18–55mm lens • 32 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 200
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NDTimer

Available for iOS ($0.99)

View in iTunes

Slower Shutter

Available for iOS ($2.99)

View in iTunes

Long Exposure Calculator

Available for iOS (Free)

View in iTunes

MOBILE APPLICATIONS FOR EXPOSURE CALCULATION: 

If you’re like me, and you don’t enjoy on-the-spot math when 

out with your camera, then you’re in luck. Several easy-to-

use mobile apps can help you determine the exposure time 

when your scene requires an exposure lasting more than 

30 seconds (Figure 2.18). These are especially helpful when 

you stack filters (place more than one ND filter on top of 

each other), as doing the math tends to get a little complex.

The basics of using these apps is simple: You tell the app 

your base exposure’s shutter speed, along with the type of 

ND filter you are using, and the app calculates the proper 

time needed to create a well-exposed scene. In some cases, 

you can even use the app as your stopwatch; press the 

Start button, and it will count down your exposure and let 

you know when to release the shutter (useful for exposures 

lasting several minutes).

If you are an Android user, there are several options for you 

as well. Please click here to see a list of possible options in 

the Google Play store (or search the store for “ND Filter”).
This shows three examples of iPhone applications you can use to 
calculate a long exposure photograph when using ND filters.

Figure 2.18

https://play.google.com/store/search?q=nd%20filter&c=apps&hl=en
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Here I have a Lee Filter Holder with two stacked ND filters (a 3-stop 
and a 6-stop), along with a front-mounted circular polarizer.

STACKING FILTERS: If you would like to decrease 

the light even more through the lens (and, in turn, 

lengthen your exposure) then you can stack your 

filters. This allows you to put more than one ND 

or other type of filter on your lens and works best 

when using a filter system for square filters (such 

as a graduated ND or even a colored ND filter for 

effect). You are able to stack circular filters as well, 

but you may introduce some vignetting around 

the lens.

The obvious benefits of stacking filters is that it 

allows you to lengthen your exposure when you 

don’t have a thick enough ND filter to cut out a 

sufficient amount of light. For example, you may 

have a 6-stop and a 3-stop ND filter, but each of 

them on their own is not enough for the scene you 

are photographing. By stacking them together you 

can exponentially lengthen your shutter speed 

(Figure 2.19).Figure 2.19
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You may, however, have to make some compromises when stacking filters. Depending on your 

method of stacking and your focal length, having more than one filter may introduce vignetting to 

your scene. This is usually more apparent when stacking circular filters on a wide-angle lens. Also, 

putting any filter in front of your lens will slightly decrease the quality of your image. The better the 

filter is, the less it will deteriorate the image. In most cases the negative effects of adding a filter 

are extremely subtle or very unnoticeable, but as you stack more and more filters on the lens, the 

chances of one of them being dirty or smudgy increases even more. Keeping your lens and filters as 

clean as possible is always a good precaution.

When stacking ND filters, the math to determine exposure can get a little bit more complicated. To 

make things easier I highly suggest using a mobile app that allows you to stack filters within the app, 

such as NDTimer (Figure 2.20).

I find it much easier to calculate my exposure with a mobile 
application when stacking ND filters.

NDTimer app • www.three60.com/ndtimer

Figure 2.20

http://three60.com/ndtimer
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READING THE LIGHT

Knowing the best light for the photograph you want to create is crucial. For 

waterfalls surrounded by trees (such as in a forest) the most preferred type 

of light is diffused and overcast. Avoid sunny days, however, as dappled light 

coming through the trees can mess with the exposure (Figure 2.21). A good 

cloud cover with no harsh sunlight will give you an evenly lit scene and will 

be free of hotspots and speckled light on the water and surrounding foliage 

(Figure 2.22). On many occasions I have had days when the clouds came 

and went, giving me great cloud cover for several minutes, interspersed with 

moments of direct sun. When photographing in that type of light, be careful 

that your exposures last only during the overcast moments. If an exposure is 

several seconds or minutes long and the direct sunlight peeks out during the 

exposure, you could risk overexposing your shot.

Figure 2.21 shows a scene where there are blobs of light hitting the rocks and water. This not only 
makes the image less appealing, but it also complicates the exposure time. A more evenly lit scene, 
such as the one in Figure 2.22, is much more ideal.

Top: Canon 5D Mark III • Canon 70–200mm ƒ/4L IS lens • 2 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 100

Bottom: Canon 5D Mark III • Canon 70–200mm ƒ/4L IS lens • 51 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 100

Figures 2.21 and 2.22

Figure 2.21

Figure 2.22
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It is still possible to create beautiful long exposures on the beach with full sun. Here I had the 
morning sunlight pouring in behind the rocks, but the light was not bright enough to impact the 
overall exposure.

Canon 5D Mark III • Canon 24–70mm ƒ/2.8L II lens • 1.5 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 100

Other scenes, such as open waterfalls and 

beaches, allow you to be more flexible with 

the type of light to use (Figure 2.23). On a 

beach you are less likely to have trees or 

anything blocking the light, so if it is sunny 

out and you have direct sunshine on your 

subject, then you do indeed have a nice, 

even light covering your scene. Depending 

on the time of day you are photographing 

or how bright the sun is, you may need 

significantly thick ND filters to create a 

long exposure. In some cases, a 10-stop 

ND filter is required to get any type of blur 

on a sunny day. Overcast days work as 

well and make creating long exposures 

a lot easier. For these you need less ND 

filter thickness, or possibly no filter at all, 

to blur the water.

Figure 2.23



3 Composition is probably one of the most important, yet most difficult, skills for artists to see, learn, and implement 

with their work. My husband, Brian, is also a photographer, and I’m oftentimes amazed at the unique ways he 

approaches a scene and how different it is from my own point of view. The methods we use to compose our 

photographs are reflections of how we see the world. Although we all have our own style, there are a few 

compositional building blocks to keep in mind.

In this chapter, I will share some of the fundamental compositional concepts that apply to almost all photographs. 

Then, I will share some other ways to see and be creative with your long-exposure photographs, as well as 

things to watch out for when composing your images.

COMPOSITION 
& CREATIVITY

Approaching Your Scene with a Creative Mind



Waterfalls & Waves | by Nicole S. Young

COMPOSITION & CREATIVITY 43

The Cedar Creek Grist Mill in Woodland, Washington.

Canon 5D Mark III • Canon TS-E 24mm lens • 0.7 sec at ƒ/16 • ISO 200

COMPOSITION FUNDAMENTALS

Although photography does not have any steadfast rules, you 

should be aware of some principal and fundamental concepts 

regarding composition. If you are an experienced photographer 

or have read other basic how-to books, then you are probably 

already very familiar with these concepts. However, a little reminder 

now and then never hurts. In this section, I will review some of 

the guidelines I feel are most important when composing your 

photographs for long-exposure images.

Do keep in mind, however, that these are only suggestions. Feel 

free to stretch your ideas on composition, and step outside of the 

routine now and then. In fact, I highly encourage it!

Figure 3.1
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RULE OF THIRDS: The rule of thirds, also known as the “golden ratio” rule, is 

when you intentionally position your image so that elements fall one-third of the 

way in to the frame from any direction. Imagine drawing a tic-tac-toe grid on your 

photograph, and then placing your main subject on either one of the lines or one 

of their intersection points in the frame (Figures 3.2).

If you need assistance seeing this location in your scene, one thing you can do 

is activate the grid view in your camera (Figure 3.3). This allows you to preview a 

grid overlay in live view or through the viewfinder so that you can position your 

photographs. Each camera will work a little differently, so please consult your 

user manual to learn how to set it up with your specific camera model.

You can create a pleasing composition by positioning 
elements along the third-lines or where those lines 
intersect within your frame.

Fuji X-T1 • Fuji 18–55mm lens • 60 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 200

Adding a grid display on your camera’s LCD or 
viewfinder can help you position your images 
appropriately. This example shows the location of 
setting up the grid display on a Canon 6D. Consult your 
user’s manual to locate this setting on your camera.

Figure 3.2

Figure 3.3

Figure 3.2

Figure 3.3
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CONNECT THE DOTS WITH TRIANGLES: When there are elements in the scene, such as rocks or other objects, try to 

find a way to position three of them so that when you connect the dots, they form a triangle (Figure 3.4). Doing this helps 

add balance to the scene, and it also reduces tension in the frame by allowing the viewers’ eyes to circle from one object 

to another without pushing their view off of the photograph.

Forming triangular shapes with the 
elements in your scene can help 
create a balanced composition.

Canon 5D Mark III

Canon 70–200mm ƒ/4L IS lens

6 sec at ƒ/16 • ISO 100

Figure 3.4
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CHANGE YOUR POINT OF VIEW: It is easy to set up the camera at a 

comfortable height, but don’t forget to reposition it in different positions 

to capture variations on the scene. Or, better yet, reposition yourself to 

find a completely different perspective! The more you move around, 

the more likely you are to find something unique or unsuspected. Just 

be careful to step lightly and responsibly, and stick to the trails as much 

as possible (Figures 3.5 and 3.6).

Skógafoss in Iceland is definitely an impressive waterfall from the base (top), but after 
photographing it at the bottom, I wanted to explore and see what other angles I could 
find. So, by hiking up the trail, I spotted this little alcove and created the photo with the 
waterfall framed around the mossy rocks (bottom).

Top: Canon 6D • Canon 24–70mm ƒ/2.8L II lens • 6 sec at ƒ/16 • ISO 100

Bottom: Canon 6D • Canon 14mm ƒ/2.8L II lens • 1 sec at ƒ/16 • ISO 100

Figures 3.6 and 3.7

Figure 3.5

Figure 3.6
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I love photographing creeks and streams in autumn; the fallen leaves 
add a beautiful splash of color to the scene!

Fuji X-T1 • Fuji 18–55mm lens • 60 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 200

ADDING COLOR: One of my favorite times 

of year to photograph waterfalls is autumn. 

The leaves start to change, adding color to 

the green mossy forests, which in turn adds 

a nice touch to my photographs (Figure 

3.9). Also, when photographing along the 

coast, I’m always super excited when I find 

rocks with green moss growing on them. 

That extra burst of color can really improve 

an otherwise colorless scene.

Figure 3.9
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Try finding ways to add a frame around your subject, just like I did with this waterfall in Silver 
Falls State Park, Oregon.

Canon 5D Mark III • Canon TS-E 24mm lens • 43 sec at ƒ/16 • ISO 100

FRAMING YOUR SUBJECT: When composing your photo, especially a waterfall 

or landscape scene, you may find that there are other elements surrounding your 

scene that you can use to creatively frame the subject. This could be trees in the 

foreground of a waterfall or the sides of a stream when you’re photographing a 

creek or river. Basically, anything that sits on either side of your subject can work to 

help add balance to your image (Figure 3.10).

Figure 3.10
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LEADING LINES: Using leading lines in a 

photograph is a classic way to add interest 

and draw viewers into a photo. For long-

exposure images of water, this could be a 

shoreline, a river or creek that disappears 

into the distance, or other elements in the 

water, such as logs and trees. Or, if you have 

any man-made elements in your scene, 

such as a bridge or pier, try working those 

into your image as well (Figure 3.11).

The leading lines of this pier draw attention to this photo.

Canon 5D Mark II • Canon TS-E 24mm lens • 30 sec at ƒ/10 • ISO 100

Figure 3.11
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Even, overcast light is ideal for waterfall photography.

Canon 6D • Canon 24–70mm ƒ/2.8L II lens • 8 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 100

THE BEST CONDITIONS FOR LONG 
EXPOSURES

Soft, blurry, and sometimes textured water is ideal for a beautiful 

long-exposure photograph. And other elements in the scene, 

such as rocks, logs, moss, and sand, can be just as important, if 

not more so, than the water itself. Also, some water will look better 

than others, depending on how it moves in your scene. Here are 

some ideal conditions for a successful long exposure.

EVEN LIGHT: Light that is “even,” such as a cloudy day (for 

waterfalls) or a scene that is in full sun (for the beach), is ideal and 

will likely give you pleasing results (Figure 3.12). You want to be 

wary of photographing in “dappled” light, where small specks of 

sunlight peek through trees, for example, as well as days when 

the light quickly changes from sunny to cloudy. These conditions 

can make your exposures much more challenging to calculate.

Figure 3.12
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Finding a strong foreground, like this large rock, is a good way to “ground” an 
image and make it more interesting.

Canon 5D Mark III • Canon TS-E 24mm lens • 30 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 100

FIND A STRONG FOREGROUND: A 

waterfall or rocky shoreline might make 

for a good subject, but in order to create 

a well-balanced image, especially with a 

wider perspective, a good foreground 

subject is a good place to start. This can 

be anything in front of your scene that 

“grounds” it, such as a rock, tree, sandy 

beach, flower, or even a log (Figure 3.13).

Figure 3.13
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The rocks in this creek help add texture to the water as it flows past.

Canon 5D Mark III • Canon 24–70mm ƒ/2.8L II lens • 10 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 100

MOVING WATER: To make water look 

smooth when you’re photographing a long 

exposure, the water needs to be moving. 

It also helps if the water has something to 

either move over or around. A long exposure 

of a creek looks much more robust with 

rocks or logs in the water’s path, creating 

a resistence that the water needs to move 

past (Figure 3.14).

Also, it’s important to understand that the 

faster the water moves, the more blurry 

the water will be in your photographs. The 

opposite of this is also true: Slower-moving 

water will introduce less blur in your image. 

It is easier to achieve a soft, cotton-candy 

blur effect with faster water without an 

extremely long shutter speed or extensive 

use of filters.

Figure 3.14
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When I photographed this image, I did not notice the sticks in the foreground, 
blocking the main image.

Canon 5D Mark III • Canon 70–200mm ƒ/4L IS lens • 63 sec a ƒ/11 • ISO 100

WATCH OUT FOR DISTRACTIONS

Elements in your scene that do not keep still, such as leaves and sticks in the 

water, can cause a blurry effect with long exposures. Normal wind, as well as 

powerful gusts coming from the strength of a waterfall, are two things that 

will cause these items to move around in your photo. This is not always a 

bad thing, but when you don’t see it until after you view the images on your 

computer then it can make you wish you had composed differently, especially 

if the item is blocking a main element in the frame (Figure 3.15). You can avoid 

this by composing your scene to keep these items out of the frame, removing 

the item from your scene (only if it is a loose element and will not disturb the 

natural environment), or using post-processing tools, such as Photoshop, to 

clone the items out.

Figure 3.15
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GET YOUR FEET WET

When photographing water, there’s a pretty good chance that you will get a little bit wet. Some of the best scenes are, in fact, in places where 

you will need to step into the water to get a good composition. It’s not always a requirement for a good image, but it doesn’t hurt to keep your 

options open and allow yourself to get a little bit closer to the scene.

For shallow waters, using waterproof hiking shoes or boots is a good option. I would not recommend going barefoot, partly because the water 

is very cold in cool climates, but also because you don’t want to step on anything sharp (a rock or stick, for example) and lose your footing while 

holding expensive camera gear. You can also get waders, which 

are waterproof boots attached to overall-type pants. They can be 

thick and heavy to cart around, so they’re probably not the best 

choice for overseas travel and long hikes, but they can offer you 

a comfortable and much easier vantage point by keeping you dry 

and warm.

Also, as with all nature photography, always follow the “leave 

no trace” policy! Stay on trails and durable surfaces, and leave 

everything as it was before you arrived. To learn more about this 

practice, please visit the Leave No Trace™ website (https://lnt.org).

This is me, walking in the creek near Butte Creek Falls in Oregon.

Image © dav.d — daviddanielsphotography.com 

Figure 3.16

https://lnt.org


4 Much of what I have learned in photography is through trial and error, and it was no different when I started 

photographing long exposures of waterfalls and beach scenes. This chapter is my way of passing the lessons 

I’ve learned over to you! Here you’ll find some tips on getting the best photograph in certain types of light, such 

as sunrises or sunsets, as well as some pitfalls to avoid while out with your camera.

BEYOND THE 
BASICS

Advanced Tips on Long-Exposure Water Photography
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LONG EXPOSURES AT SUNRISE OR 
SUNSET

When you want to include a bright sky and the water in your 

scene, such as a beach photo during a sunrise or sunset, then 

you have a few different options. Depending on the range of light 

in your scene, you could use a graduated ND filter, which can 

stack with your other filters if using a square filter setup (Figure 

4.1). The graduated ND will darken the sky, bringing it much closer 

in exposure to the water you are photographing. This way you 

will be able to create your final image with just one photograph.

Using a graduated ND filter with a landscape image can help keep the 
exposure balanced between the sky and the rest of the image. Here you 
can see a behind-the-scenes image where I am using a 3-stop graduated 
ND filter to balance out the sky and the foreground.

Figure 4.1
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Another option is to bracket the scene, which requires you to create more than one photo of the same image at different exposures. Most cameras 

have a setting that will allow you to do this automatically, sometimes referred to as AEB (Auto Exposure Bracketing). Or you can manually adjust the 

camera settings to create one exposure for the sky and another for the water. When photographing bracketed exposures, you will need to edit the 

photo in post-processing to create your final image; you can either blend them together using HDR software or manually with layers and gradient 

masks (Figure 4.2).

Exposure for the sky (Shutter speed = 1/8 second) Exposure for the water (Shutter speed = 1.5 seconds) Final composite

This shows a sunrise long-exposure image after being blended in layering software, such as Photoshop or ON1 Photo 10.

Canon 5D Mark III • Canon 24–70mm ƒ/2.8L II lens • ƒ/11 • ISO 100

Figure 4.2

+ =
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To create an image by merging multiple 

photos together in a layered software 

application (such as Photoshop or ON1 

Photo), you start out by exposing at least 

two different photos: one image for the 

sky and one long exposure of the water. 

Here’s how:

STEP 1:
First, set up your camera on a tripod and 

compose your photograph. Here I am using 

a Canon 5D Mark III with a 24–70mm lens, 

along with a 6-stop ND filter.

Step 1
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STEP 2:
With or without a filter, take a photo exposed for the sky. The foreground will be 

underexposed and very dark.

STEP 3:
Next, using an ND filter, take a long-exposure photo of the water. The sky will likely 

be overexposed for this shot. You may also want to create several different versions 

of the water, so that you have different options to work from.

Step 2

Step 3

Canon 5D Mark III • Canon 24mm lens • 1.5 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 100

Canon 5D Mark III • Canon 24mm lens • 1/8 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 100
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STEP 4:
Now, back on your computer, blend together 

the two images (the sky photo and water 

photo) using masking software. My software 

of choice for this processing technique is ON1 

Photo, but Photoshop, Photoshop Elements, 

or any other masking software will work just 

as well.

Note: Please watch the video lessons 

that came with this eBook to see how the 

waterscape on the right was created in 

Lightroom and ON1 Photo. If you would 

like to follow along with the tutorial, please 

access the following practice file from your 

downloads:

4_1a_waterfalls_waves.dng 

4_1b_waterfalls_waves.dng

Step 4

CLICK HERE
Video Tutorials Access Link (Internet Required)

https://nicolesyblog.com/cnup3e2jjh0x/
https://nicolesyblog.com/cnup3e2jjh0x/
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CORRECTING COLOR CAST FROM ND FILTERS

One of the downsides to using many ND filters is that they tend to add a color-cast to the photograph. While this is not 

ideal, it can easily be corrected in post-processing with the white balance setting (Figure 4.3). You need to make sure 

that you are photographing in RAW for this to work well. Otherwise, the color cast will be permanently “burned” into your 

photograph and you will be unable to fully color correct the image.

The “before” image on the left 
shows the blue color cast that 
is sometimes visible in long-
exposure photographs taken 
with certain ND filters. When 
photographing RAW, you can 
easily fix this color shift by 
adjusting the white balance 
setting in Lightroom.

Fuji X-T1

Fuji 18–55mm lens

40 sec at ƒ/11

ISO 200

Figure 4.3

BEFORE AFTER
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Here is an example of how to correct an 

image with a color cast using Lightroom, and 

follow along with these steps by watching 

the video tutorial for this technique:

STEP 1:
First, open a photo into your preferred RAW 

processing software (for this example I will be 

using Lightroom CC). I created the example 

photo using a 6-stop neutral density filter, 

which added a very blue color cast to the 

RAW file.

Note: If you would like to follow along with this 

tutorial, please access the following practice 

file from your downloads:

4_2_waterfalls_waves.dng

Step 1

CLICK HERE
Video Tutorials Access Link (Internet Required)

https://nicolesyblog.com/cnup3e2jjh0x/
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STEP 2:
Next, in the Basic panel, set the white balance 

drop-down to auto. This oftentimes gets your 

settings off to a good start, but your image may 

still need further color correction to look realistic.

Step 2
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STEP 3:
Then, adjust the white balance settings as 

needed. For this example, I dropped the 

TEMPERATURE setting down to 7300 and 

increased the TINT to +33.

Step 3
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When photographing long exposures from a bridge, people walking 
or cars driving past can cause vibrations in the bridge, adding motion 
blur to your photo. It’s best to pause and wait for them to pass before 
exposing your images.

Fuji X-T1 • Fuji 50-140mm lens • 1/125 at ƒ/3.6 • ISO 400

PHOTOGRAPHING ON BRIDGES OR 
PLATFORMS

Sometimes the best location to photograph a stream or waterfall 

is while standing on a bridge or viewing platform (Figure 4.4). 

Due to the nature of long exposures and that your shutter will 

be left open for several seconds, any movement or shaking can 

severely impact the quality of your photograph. If you are the 

only person there, then you will probably be okay. However, if 

people are walking nearby, then you may have to be aware of 

this and try to time your images so that no one is walking on the 

bridge or platform. The same goes for bridges with road traffic. 

Try to time the shot so that no cars or other vehicles will pass by 

during your exposure.

Figure 4.4
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As you can see in the image above, I got a little too close to this waterfall, Abiqua 
Falls, and the filter on the front of my lens became covered in water droplets. To 
minimize this, I subsequently draped a cloth over the front of my lens when I was 
not exposing, and then wiped down the filter to remove the water drops.

Canon 5D Mark III • Canon 24–70mm ƒ/2.8L II lens • 30 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 100

KEEPING LENSES AND FILTERS DRY

One thing to watch out for, especially when photographing near 

waterfalls, is the inevitable mist that will eventually make its way 

to your camera (Figure 4.5). You can try to steer clear of it by 

photographing from far away, but in some cases the vantage point 

for viewing the waterfall will allow you to stand only in a certain 

location, or perhaps you know that you will get a much better 

photo by moving your feet closer to the falls. Whatever the case 

may be, you will need to prepare yourself.

Mist from waterfalls may not be bad enough to damage your 

camera, especially if it is weather-sealed. (I recommend that you 

research your own camera’s weatherproof features, just to be 

safe.) What it will do, however, is ruin your photograph. When mist 

gets on your lens, it fogs it and adds little smudge spots to the 

photo. Even a small amount of mist can make a huge impact, and 

you may not even notice the spots until you get back home and 

view the images on your computer.

Figure 4.5
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Draping a cloth over the front of the lens can help minimize exposure to mist and water droplets when 
photographing near powerful waterfalls, like this behind-the-scenes photo of my camera at Skógofoss in Iceland.

Photographed with an iPhone 6 Plus

The best way to minimize this is to have a 

large lens cloth or soft hand towel handy 

to drape over the front element of your 

camera in between shots (Figure 4.6). You 

will also want to have a second (or third 

or fourth) cloth to wipe away the water as 

it gets on the lens or filter. Keep the cloth 

over the lens until you are ready to shoot, 

and then lift it up, take your shot, and cover 

up once again. Check your lens and filters 

for water-drops, and clean them off as 

needed. You will still get some mist on your 

lens, but it will be much more manageable 

than if you were not keeping it covered.

Figure 4.6
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My old Nikon F4 film camera has a built-in eyepiece cover that can 
be activated with a simple flip of a switch.

Figure 4.7

LONG EXPOSURES AND LIGHT LEAKS

If you plan on doing very long exposures in bright sunlight, such as 

a several-minute exposure on a sunny beach, then you may want to 

consider covering up the viewfinder eyepiece. It is possible for a small 

amount of light to leak through the viewfinder and into the sensor, and 

the chance of this affecting your images increases as you lengthen the 

exposure time. Some DSLR cameras come with this feature built-in, as 

well as some older SLR film cameras, so covering up the viewfinder is 

literally just a flip of a switch (Figure 4.7). Other cameras do not come 

with this in-camera but may provide a cover you can use. Look for it 

on the strap that came with your camera.

By the way, this issue is something that will mostly affect DSLR cameras. 

If you use a mirrorless camera, then you may not need to worry about 

it. Most mirrorless cameras do not have an optical viewfinder, so light 

can approach the sensor only through the lens.
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The camera shake you see in this photo is due to the feet of my 
tripod sinking into the sand as the water flowed around me.

Canon 5D Mark III • Canon 14mm lens • 0.7 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 100

Adding spiked tripod feet, like these foot spikes from Really Right 
Stuff, can help prevent your camera from sinking into sand during 
long exposures.

SINKING SAND

Photographing on a beach often requires you to be standing in sand. If you 

are standing close to the water and the waves come in at your feet, then 

eventually the tripod will start sinking. You shouldn’t have to worry about it 

getting stuck in the sand, but if you are photographing a long exposure at 

the time waves come in, then you will likely introduce camera shake to your 

image and ruin your shot. It’s best to find a spot off of the wet sand to place 

your tripod, or get off of the sand altogether and position yourself on some 

nearby rocks or other hard surface. Or, you could be extra fancy with your 

gear and get spikes, which you can add to the feet of your tripod to help keep 

it in one place.

Figure 4.8

Figure 4.9

Figure 4.8

Figure 4.9



5 Oftentimes the best way to learn something is to watch someone who knows what they’re doing and ask 

questions along the way. Although you can’t tag along with me during my photo-shoots, I figured a good 

alternative would be to walk through several of my recent photo excursions, sharing the behind-the-scenes 

details and my thought process along the way. In this chapter, I will show you the steps I took to create three 

photographs of waterfalls and waves.

START TO 
FINISH

Step-by-Step Examples of Long-Exposure Water Photographs
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PUNALU’U BLACK SAND BEACH

One of my favorite places to photograph long exposures is on the 

Punalu’u Black Sand Beach on the Big Island of Hawaii (Figure 5.1). 

It’s a tourist spot, but rightly so! There are almost always a handful of 

sea turtles basking in the sun, taking a break from swimming in the 

waters off of Hawaii. The location is a perfect place to set up and get 

some beautiful photographs of wildlife on a nice, soft, water-filled 

backdrop (Figure 5.2, next page).

One of the biggest reasons I enjoy this location is because it is 

incredibly easy to come away with a great photograph. The turtles, 

of course, are the stars of the show, but the rocks, subtle waves, 

and moss on some of the surfaces create the perfect scene. Plus, 

the turtles stay in one place long enough for you to get a good 

photograph without feeling rushed.

Punalu’u Black Sand Beach is located on the Big Island of Hawaii, USA.

Map data ©2015 Google

Figure 5.1

https://goo.gl/maps/qx5ZEUAGHAB2
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My setup for photographing at Punalu’u Beach in Hawaii.

Photographed with an iPhone 6 Plus

GEAR AND EQUIPMENT

CAMERA:  Canon 5D Mark III

LENS: Canon 70–200mm ƒ/4L IS

TRIPOD:

 • Really Right Stuff TVC-24 Tripod 

 • BH-40 Ballhead

 • L-Bracket

ACCESSORIES: 

 • Lee Filter System

 • Formatt Hitech 6-Stop ND Filter

 • Canon GP-E2 GPS Device

Figure 5.2
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Here you can see a wider shot of my setup, with the rock barrier and 
even some other tourists in the background.

Photographed with an iPhone 6 Plus

SETUP AND COMPOSITION

The area surrounding the sea turtles is protected by a simple barrier 

of rocks. This helps prevent unknowing tourists from getting too 

close to the sleepy turtles, allowing them a safe distance from the 

crowds (Figure 5.3). However, there is still plenty of space outside 

of this barrier to set up the camera and photograph the turtles with 

a nice background.

Because the barriers prevented me from getting too close to the 

turtles, I chose to use a long telephoto zoom lens, the Canon 

70–200mm ƒ/4L IS, on my Canon 5D Mark III. This allowed me to 

frame the photograph so that only the elements I wanted were in 

the shot (the turtles and water in the background). Also, for many 

of the images, I chose to keep my tripod at a high angle to prevent 

adding other elements to the background of the image, such as 

people or buildings.

Figure 5.3
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I always create several exposures of the same scene to try different angles, compositions, and exposure settings. In Figure 5.4, you can see 

some examples of the setups I attempted. The composition I chose to process in this section is outlined in yellow. Overall, I created 95 images 

total from this location, and all of the images you see here are straight out of the camera (SOOC).

These are many of the different compositions I created when photographing at this location.

Figure 5.4
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This is the final composition, photographed without the use of an ND filter.

Canon 5D Mark III • Canon 70–200mm ƒ/4L IS lens • 1/15 sec at ƒ/16 •  ISO 100

Figure 5.5

When I find a setup that I know I really like, just like I did with 

this scene, I tend to create several exposures. For this image, I 

started out by creating a photograph without the use of an ND 

filter (Figure 5.5). I did this for two reasons. The main reason 

was to photograph the turtle with a faster shutter speed, just in 

case it decided to move its head or fins while I was creating the 

long exposure. For the most part, the turtles tend to be very still, 

but from time to time they reposition themselves just enough to 

introduce movement to the photograph.

The second reason I created this particular frame was for teaching 

purposes! I like to have as many example images as possible 

when creating books and tutorials like the one you are reading at 

this very moment.

I chose a classic composition when photographing this scene. 

I decided to isolate the one turtle from the others nearby, and 

positioned it in the lower-left corner of the frame. I also chose this 

scene because it had a nice grouping of rocks in the background, 

and the waves were covering them regularly enough to work well 

as a long exposure.
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Image Breakdown:
• 70–200MM LENS: This allowed me to zoom in close to the 

subject without disturbing the wildlife.

• 6-STOP ND FILTER: An ND filter was required, and for the light 
in this scene the 6-stop put the exposure time somewhere 
between 8 and 15 seconds, perfect for the look I was going for.

• APERTURE SET TO ƒ/16: I wanted as much of the image in focus 
as possible, so I chose a narrow aperture.

By adding a 6-stop ND filter I was able to blur the water with a long exposure.

Canon 5D Mark III • Canon 70–200mm ƒ/4L IS lens • 8 sec at ƒ/16 •  ISO 100

Figure 5.6

Once I established that I was happy with this composition, I opted 

to use a 6-stop ND filter to elongate the exposure and make the 

water look soft. The original exposure time was 1/15th of a second 

at ƒ/16, and by adding the ND filter I was able to extend the shutter 

speed between 8 and 15 seconds, depending on the light at the 

moment of pressing the shutter. I eventually got a shot where the 

water crept up to the turtle and added a really nice element to the 

foreground (Figure 5.6); however, it took several attempts to get 

to this frame (see Figure 5.7, next page).
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When photographing this scene at 
Punalu’u Black Sands Beach, I used 
a 6-stop ND filter to elongate the 
exposure time. As you can see in 
these photos, the look of the image 
depended almost entirely on the 
amount and flow of the water itself. 
When I caught a wave at just the right 
time, it added a gorgeous element 
to the photo, however there were 
occasions when not enough water was 
flowing over the rocks to make the 
image compelling.

Canon 5D Mark III

Canon 70–200mm ƒ/4L IS lens

ƒ/16 at ISO 100

Figure 5.7
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POST-PROCESSING

In this section, I will demonstrate 

the steps used to create the final 

version of this image. If you would 

like to follow along, please access 

the practice files you received 

with your purchase. You can also 

watch these steps in the video 

tutorial included with this eBook.

Note: If you would like to follow along 

with the tutorial, please access the 

following practice file from your 

downloads:

5_1_waterfalls_waves.dng 

CLICK HERE
Video Tutorials Access Link (Internet Required)

https://nicolesyblog.com/cnup3e2jjh0x/
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STEP 1:
LIGHTROOM CC
The first thing I need to do with this 

image is adjust the white balance. To 

do this, I will be using the Basic panel 

in Lightroom’s Develop module.

The overall color is a little bit 

cool, so I will fix this in the White 

Balance section by increasing the 

temPerature slider to 7950, which  

adds some warmth to the photo. 
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STEP 2:
LIGHTROOM CC
Next, I want to adjust the settings 

in the Tone section to add some 

brightness and contrast. First, I click 

on the auto button to see what 

Lightroom “thinks” the photo needs.
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STEP 3:
LIGHTROOM CC
The Auto button did an okay job, but 

to refine the tones I’d like to add a 

little more brightness and contrast, 

so I adjust the settings as follows:

EXPOSURE: +0.55

CONTRAST: +20

HIGHLIGHTS: –44

WHITES: +28

BLACKS: –34
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STEP 4:
OPEN IN ON1
Now my image is ready to be opened into ON1 

Effects. So, still inside of the Develop module, I 

go to:

FiLe > PLug-in extras > on1 eFFeCts 10
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STEP 5:
ON1 EFFECTS
After ON1 Effects opens, I want to 

increase my “screen real estate,” 

so I hide the left panel by using 

the keyboard shortcut CmD + LeFt 

arroW (PC: CtrL + LeFt arroW). 

(You can also do this by using the 

arrows in the lower-left portion of 

the window.)

This reduces some of the clutter on 

the screen; I will only be using the 

options in the right panel to create 

my final photograph.
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STEP 6:
ON1 EFFECTS
Next, I want to even out the tones 

in the top portion of the image. The 

water in that area is a little brighter 

than the rest of the scene, so I will 

use a gradient to help balance it out.

To do this, I click on 

the aDD FiLter button 

and select aDjustabLe 

graDient.

The filter defaults to a 

preset called Lighten, 

which is not a good look 

for this image. I’ll need 

to make adjustments to 

this in the next step.



Waterfalls & Waves | by Nicole S. Young

START TO FINISH 85

STEP 7:
ON1 EFFECTS
My goal is to equalize the tones in 

the top of the water with the rest 

of the image. So first, I select the 

brightness and reset it by moving 

the slider to 0.

Then I move the 

C o m P r e s s i o n 

slider to 99, which 

balances out both 

the light and dark 

areas of the water 

and rocks.



Waterfalls & Waves | by Nicole S. Young

START TO FINISH 86

STEP 8:
ON1 EFFECTS
I would like to add some color to 

the image. So, I click the aDD FiLter 

button, and select CoLor enhanCer 

from the list.

Then, in the Filter Stack options I 

select the FaLL enhanCer preset, 

which intensifies the warm tones in 

both the turtle, as well as in some 

mossy areas of the rocks.



Waterfalls & Waves | by Nicole S. Young

START TO FINISH 87

STEP 9:
ON1 EFFECTS
I notice that the rocks in the water 

have a slightly warm tone to them, 

and I would like to neutralize that 

tone so that it is closer to black. To 

do this, I click the aDD FiLter button 

again and select CoLor enhanCer.

Then, in the Preset drop-down, I 

select PuriFy shaDoWs. This does 

a great job of restoring the black 

color in the lava rocks.
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STEP 10:
ON1 EFFECTS
The Purify Shadows filter ended up 

removing some of the color added 

to the turtle from Step 8, so to fix 

that I will use masking.

I select the masking brush from 

the left, and then press the o key to 

see a mask overlay as I’m painting. I 

brush over the turtle to mask out the 

effect. When I’m finished, I press the 

o key again to view my work.
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STEP 11:
ON1 EFFECTS
In this step, I’m going to add a 

Sunshine Filter. I click on aDD  FiLter, 

select sunshine from the list, and 

leave it at its default settings. This 

adds a nice, warm, contrast effect to 

the photo.

The effect adds a little too much 

brightness to the water towards the 

top of the image. To remove this I 

select the masking brush from the 

toolbar on the left.

In the options at the top, I change the 

Feather to 100 and the oPaCity to 

50. I also increase my brush size so 

that it is a good size to brush away 

the water at the top. Then, I paint 

over the bright areas of the water to 

subtly remove the effect from that 

section of the image.
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STEP 12:
ON1 EFFECTS
I will finish in ON1 by adding a 

vignette. I click on aDD FiLter and 

select Vignette from the list. The 

default setting is subtLe, which is 

a good setting for this image, so I 

leave it as-is.

Then, I click aPPLy on the bottom 

right of the window to apply my 

changes and bring the photo back 

into Lightroom.
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BEFORE: AFTER:
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CEDAR CREEK GRIST MILL

When autumn arrives in the Pacific Northwest, I always think of the 

Grist Mill, located a few hours north of Portland, Oregon (Figure 5.8). 

It’s a beautiful scene at any time of year, but when the leaves start to 

change and fall, it transforms into something unique. This location is 

popular for photographers, and I’ve visited it a few times in my short 

time living in this part of the country.

The Cedar Creek Grist Mill in Washington State.

Map data ©2015 Google

Figure 5.8

https://goo.gl/maps/tsq7PFMsQZJ2
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My setup for photographing at the creek behind the Grist Mill.

Fuji X-T1 • Fuji 23mm lens • 1/125 sec ƒ/1.6 • ISO 250

GEAR AND EQUIPMENT

CAMERA: Fuji X-T1

LENS: Fuji 18–55mm

TRIPOD:

 • Really Right Stuff TVC-24 Tripod 

 • BH-40 Ballhead

 • L-Bracket

ACCESSORIES: 

 • Lee Filter System

 • Formatt Hitech 6-Stop ND Filter

 • Sigma 105mm Circular Polarizer

Figure 5.9
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SETUP AND COMPOSITION

The Grist Mill area has two main locations for photographers: the view 

over the bridge of the Grist Mill itself (Figure 5.10) and the small creek 

just behind it (Figure 5.11). I go to this area because of the mill itself, but 

always find myself gravitating more towards the creek, which is filled 

with mossy rocks and covered in colorful leaves. It has plenty of options 

for different compositions and experimentation, which is probably why 

I enjoy photographing it so much.

The Cedar Creek Grist Mill in Washington State.

Fuji X-T1 • Fuji 18–55mm lens • 2.6 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 200

The creek behind the Grist Mill is a wonderful place to photograph 
long exposures.

Fuji X-T1 • Fuji 18–55mm lens • 0.8 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 200

Figure 5.10

Figure 5.11

Figure 5.10

Figure 5.11
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When composing in this location, I was looking for interesting rocks and leaves, and I placed many of the elements in the lower-right third of the 

frame. I also wanted to make sure that the water was flowing somewhere in the frame, either around the rock I had placed in the foreground or 

over a rock in the background. Sometimes you may find that scenes like this have water that is puddled in a crevice and is not really moving, 

and if you want to soften the water in your frame and show a feeling of movement, then you need to look for areas where the water is actively 

flowing around rocks, logs, or other items. In the photos above (Figure 5.12), you can see some examples of the long exposures I attempted. The 

image I chose to process in this section is outlined in yellow.

These are some of the different compositions I created when photographing at the creek behind the Grist Mill.

Figure 5.12
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This is the base image for the composition, which I used to calculate the exposure 
time with a 6-stop ND filter.

Fuji X-T1 • Fuji 18–55mm lens • 1.1 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 200

A circular polarizer 
helped to minimize the 
reflections in both the 
water and the rocks.

Fuji X-T1

Fuji 23mm lens

1/125 sec at ƒ/1.4

ISO 250

Figure 5.14

Figure 5.13

To create this image, I had my Fuji X-T1 set up with an 18–55mm 

zoom lens. Using the zoom lens gave me some flexibility with my 

composition. Working with filters was easier, too; the zoom lens 

eliminated the need to swap filter setups with every focal length 

change. For the base image, I used a circular polarizer lens to 

cut through the reflections in the water, and I set my camera to 

Aperture Priority with an aperture of ƒ/11 (Figure 5.13). I had my 

camera low to the ground so that I could get as much of the 

background in the frame as possible. I liked how the water was 

flowing over the rocks and subtly moving around the rock in the 

foreground of the scene (Figure 5.14).

Figure 5.14

Figure 5.13
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By using a 6-stop ND filter I was able to extend the exposure time to 
60 seconds, adding blur to the flowing water.

Fuji X-T1 • Fuji 18–55mm lens • 60 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 200

Figure 5.16

Next, I needed to add an ND filter and create the long exposure 

frame. I chose to use a 6-stop ND filter, and after I added it, 

my camera flashed “30” on its LCD screen. This meant that the 

exposure time was too long for my camera to calculate, so I 

needed to calculate the exposure time on my own. I used the 

NDTimer app on my iPhone, which set the exposure time to 64 

seconds (Figure 5.15). Then, I switched the camera to Bulb mode 

and used the cable release to open 

the shutter. I exposed the image 

for 60 seconds, just shy of the 64 

seconds my iPhone calculated, but 

still came out with a great photo to 

work from (Figure 5.16). It is a little 

dark straight out of the camera, but 

nothing that cannot be adjusted in 

post-processing.

The original “base” image exposure time 
was 1.1 seconds, so I used that information to 
calculate a long exposure with a 6-stop ND 
filter using the NDTimer app on my iPhone.

Figure 5.15

Figure 5.16
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POST-PROCESSING

In this section, I will demonstrate 

the steps used to create the final 

version of this image. If you would 

like to follow along, please access 

the practice files you received 

with your purchase. You can also 

watch these steps in the video 

tutorial included with this eBook.

Note: If you would like to follow along 

with the tutorial, please access the 

following practice file from your 

downloads:

5_2_waterfalls_waves.dng

CLICK HERE
Video Tutorials Access Link (Internet Required)

https://nicolesyblog.com/cnup3e2jjh0x/
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STEP 1:
LIGHTROOM CC
At 60 seconds, this is a fairly long 

exposure, and because I used a 

6-stop ND, there is a slight blue 

color cast to the photo. I can easily 

fix this inside of Lightroom.

I start out by opening the photo into 

the Develop module, and set the 

White baLanCe drop-down to auto. 

I like trying out the auto settings in 

Lightroom to see the results before 

making my own adjustments.
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STEP 2:
LIGHTROOM CC
The auto setting did an okay job, but it 

made the image a little too warm and 

still needs some refinement. To do 

this, I set the temPerature to 6900 

and the tint to +40. This brings some 

of the white and natural cool colors 

back to the water and rocks.
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STEP 3:
LIGHTROOM CC
Now I would like to make some basic 

adjustments to the overall tone, so 

I start out by clicking on the auto 

button in the tone section of the 

Basic panel.

The auto setting does a great job, 

and all I need to do is bring the 

highLights setting back to –50 to 

remove some of the overwhelming 

whites in the water. My image is now 

ready to be opened up into ON1 for 

further processing.
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STEP 4:
OPEN IN ON1
My image is ready to be opened into ON1 

Effects. So, still inside of the Develop 

module, I go to:

FiLe > PLug-in extras > on1 eFFeCts 10



Waterfalls & Waves | by Nicole S. Young

START TO FINISH 103

STEP 5:
ON1 EFFECTS
I’m going to start in ON1 Effects by 

adding one of my favorite presets to 

intensify the autumn colors. First, I 

click on aDD FiLter to add a layer to 

the Filter Stack, and I select CoLor 

enhanCer from the list.

Then, in the Preset drop-down, I 

select FaLL enhanCer. This adds a 

boost of vibrance and color to the 

leaves scattered around the image.

The overall effect is a bit too intense, 

so I reduce the layer’s oPaCity slider 

to 80%.
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STEP 6:
ON1 EFFECTS
Next, I’m going to add another Color 

Enhancer filter (click on aDD FiLter 

and select CoLor enhanCer from 

the list), except this time I choose 

the green enhanCer preset.

This is a great effect for adding 

more color to the moss on the rocks; 

however, the effect is too powerful. 

To minimize the effect, I reduce the 

layer’s oPaCity to 50%.
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STEP 7:
ON1 EFFECTS
I’d like to add some punch to the 

image, and I’m going to do that with 

a Photo Filter adjustment. I click aDD 

FiLter, and select Photo FiLter from 

the list.

Then, in the FiLter drop-down, I select 

PoLarizer. The effect darkens the 

blacks a little too much for my taste, 

so I fix it by going into the layer‘s 

bLenDing properties and setting the 

shaDoWs slider to 50. This masks the 

effect in the shadow areas.
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STEP 8:
ON1 EFFECTS
I would like to finish this image by 

adding a filter to bring out some of 

the details and texture in the rocks, 

water, and leaves. To do this, I click 

aDD FiLter, and select DynamiC 

Contrast from the list.

Then, from the preset buttons at the 

top, I choose the soFt setting and 

leave the other sliders as-is. This 

adds a nice boost of contrast and 

also brings out the details throughout 

the image.
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STEP 9:
ON1 EFFECTS
One of the great things about ON1 

Effects is the ability to scale back all 

of the filters at once. Sometimes it 

can be too easy to get carried away 

with overdoing the intensity of the 

filters, and the best way to rectify this 

is by reducing the master opacity.

For this last step, I want to reduce 

the overall effect of the filters I 

just applied. To do that, I go up to 

the oVeraLL settings panel, and 

reduce the oPaCity to 80%.

Then, I click aPPLy at the bottom right 

of the window to save my image and 

bring it back into Lightroom.
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BEFORE: AFTER:
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VERNAZZA IN CINQUE TERRE

On a recent trip to Italy, my husband Brian and I decided to spend 

some time in Cinque Terre, a UNESCO World Heritage site and 

National Park on the rugged Western coast (Figure 5.17). The draws 

to this location are the colorful and charming towns nestled along 

the waterside, which make a perfect spot for photographers and 

tourists alike.

Cinque Terre is located on the Western coast of Italy.

Map data ©2015 Google

Figure 5.17

https://goo.gl/maps/JtFP9aA25L52
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My camera set up along the shoreline of Vernazza in Cinque Terre.

Fuji X-T1 • Fuji 23mm lens • 1/125 sec at ƒ/5.6 • ISO 500

GEAR AND EQUIPMENT

CAMERA: Fuji X-T1

LENS: Fuji 18–55mm

TRIPOD:

 • Gitzo Travel Tripod 

 • BH-40 Ballhead

 • L-Bracket

ACCESSORIES: 

 • Lee Filter System

 • Singh Ray 3-Stop Graduated ND Filter

 • Formatt Hitech 6-Stop ND Filter

 • Sigma 105mm Circular Polarizer

Figure 5.18
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SETUP AND COMPOSITION

Some of the more common compositions for the coastal scenes along 

Cinque Terre are photographed from above. There are paths leading up 

the cliff where you get a beautiful bird's-eye view of the town. We visited a 

few other locations on our short stay along this coast, and while in Manarola 

we opted to walk the short hike up to photograph from that vantage point 

(Figure 5.19). When photographing at Vernazza, however, we decided to 

stay low and photograph the town from below (Figure 5.20).

When photographing at Vernazza, we chose to stay low to get the 
rocks and water in our photographs.

Fuji X-T1 • Fuji 23mm lens • 1/125 sec at ƒ/5.6 • ISO 1600

This is the view from the viewing trail at Manarola, a small village 
along the Cinque Terre coastline.

Fuji X-T1 • Fuji 23mm lens • 1/60 sec at ƒ/11 • ISO 6400

Figure 5.20

Figure 5.19

Figure 5.19

Figure 5.20
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I started out by creating a few frames by the dock, alongside the water taxis and fishing boats (see the two top left images in Figure 5.21). We still 

had some time before the sun would set, so I wanted to explore all of my options before committing to any one spot. I liked the composition, and 

in retrospect, I wish I had returned after the sun set to photograph the same scene with the city lights turned on and also to get the reflections 

in the water.

After getting a few frames on the dock, I wandered out towards the opposite side of the town and found a spot on some rocks. I noticed some 

green moss on a rock in the foreground, and so I positioned myself so that it was in my frame. I also positioned my tripod fairly low to the ground 

so that the mossy rock and the town fit inside of my 18–55mm lens. Even though I was ultimately waiting for sunset to add color to the sky in the 

background, the image I like best out of all of my frames is one of the earlier shots (see the photo with the yellow outline above). I prefer the 

composition, as well as the subtly textured clouds in the sky. To blur the water, I opted to use my 6-stop ND filter.

Once I found a location I liked, I stuck with it and kept a similar composition as the sun started to set.

Figure 5.21
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Tip For Photographing Near Water
When I set up for this photo, I had my camera positioned very low. 
I was sitting right next to it, but because I was on a slightly sloping 
rock, I wanted to make sure that I had control of it in case the tripod 
slipped or was bumped. Normally I remove my camera strap when 
photographing from my tripod, but for this setup I decided to re-
attach it and secure it around my leg (Figure 5.22). Cameras are 
not water compatible, and I did not want to see it take a swim!

Use your camera strap for added protection when photographing above or near water.

Fuji X-T1 • Fuji 23mm lens • 1/125 sec at ƒ/5.6 • ISO 2500

Figure 5.22

It was still fairly bright outside, and so even with the two filters 

added to the lens (a graduated ND plus the 6-stop ND) my 

camera was able to calculate an exposure time of 17 seconds. 

This made composing my photos easy, as I did not have to fuss 

with removing the filter to create a base image for exposure 

time calculation.
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POST-PROCESSING

In this section, I will demonstrate 

the steps used to create the final 

version of this image. If you would 

like to follow along, please access 

the practice files you received 

with your purchase. You can also 

watch these steps in the video 

tutorial included with this eBook.

Note: If you would like to follow along 

with the tutorial, please access the 

following practice file from your 

downloads:

5_3_waterfalls_waves.dng

CLICK HERE
Video Tutorials Access Link (Internet Required)

https://nicolesyblog.com/cnup3e2jjh0x/
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STEP 1:
LIGHTROOM CC
I’ll start with this image in Lightroom’s 

Develop module, and I need to adjust 

the white balance to remove some of 

the blue in the overall scene.

To do this, I go into the basiC panel, 

and in the drop-down next to the 

White baLanCe setting, I select auto. 

It does a good job of balancing out 

the colors and gets this image off to 

a good start.
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STEP 2:
LIGHTROOM CC
Next, I want to add some brightness 

to the image, so I go into the tone 

section and click on the auto button. 

This does a good job but still leaves 

the image a little flat. To remedy this, I 

reduce the bLaCks slider to –23.
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STEP 3:
LIGHTROOM CC
To darken the sky, I click on the 

graDuateD FiLter in the tools above 

the Basic panel.

Then, I drag from the top right of the 

image down towards the middle and 

release the cursor when the bottom 

of the gradient is about two-thirds of 

the way from the top of the photo.

In the settings on the right, I set the 

exPosure to –1.06, the Contrast to 

25, and the saturation to 25. This 

darkens the sky, and also gives it 

some contrast and saturation.
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STEP 4:
LIGHTROOM CC
The Graduated filter from the previous 

step did a great job of darkening the 

sky, but it also darkened some of the 

buildings as well. To fix that I will use 

the Brush tool inside of the Graduated 

filter.

I click on the brush text to activate 

the brush, and also make sure that the 

brush is set to erase at the bottom.  

Then, I check the auto mask box and 

paint over the buildings until the dark 

effect has disappeared. To check my 

work, I press the o key, which will 

toggle the mask overlay so I can see 

which parts of my photo are being 

affected by the Graduated filter (if the 

area is red, then the filter will show on 

that portion).



Waterfalls & Waves | by Nicole S. Young

START TO FINISH 119

STEP 5:
LIGHTROOM CC
The colors look a little flat, so I’ll 

continue using the settings in the Basic 

panel to add some saturation. In the 

PresenCe section, I set the CLarity 

to +12, saturation to +20, and 

VibranCe to +20. This adds a boost 

of color without going overboard.
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STEP 6:
OPEN IN ON1
Now I’m ready to take this photo into ON1 

Effects to add some stylization. So, still inside 

of the Develop module, I go to:

FiLe > PLug-in extras > on1 eFFeCts 10
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STEP 7:
ON1 EFFECTS
This photo is close to completion; it 

only needs a bit of refinement inside 

of ON1. I’ll start by adding a new filter 

with the aDD FiLter button. Then, I 

select Photo FiLter from the list, and 

in the FiLter drop-down I select the 

PoLarizer filter. Then, to reduce the 

intensity of the effect, I set the layer’s 

oPaCity to 80%.
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STEP 8:
ON1 EFFECTS
Now I would like to add some 

brightness and contrast to the image. 

I’ll start out by clicking the aDD FiLter 

button, and then I select one of my 

favorite filters, sunshine. I click on 

the strong preset in the filter options 

to intensify the effect.
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STEP 9:
ON1 EFFECTS
I would like to scale back this effect, 

but mostly from the center of the 

image. To do this, I click on the 

masking bug in the toolbar on the 

left, and at the top of the window I 

select Vignette, change the oPaCity 

to 50%, and then click once in the 

middle of the image. This reduces the 

intensity of the effect in the center of 

the image, but allows it to bleed into 

the edges of the frame on the outside 

of the vignette.

Then, in the filter options on the right, 

I set the layer’s oPaCity to 80%.
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STEP 10:
ON1 EFFECTS
Lastly, I would like to add a little bit of 

detail to the photo. To do this, I add a 

new filter with the aDD FiLter button 

and select DynamiC Contrast from 

the list.

Then, in the DetaiL section, I set the 

Large slider to 0 and leave all other 

settings as-is. I’m finished with this 

photo, so I click on aPPLy to apply 

my changes and bring the image 

back into Lightroom.
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BEFORE: AFTER:
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CONCLUSION

Photographing long exposures of moving water can bring you to some beautiful locations. It’s no coincidence that I chose to live in the Pacific Northwest, 

a region of the United States with waterfalls a plenty and a nice long coastline. If you don’t live near the ocean or have waterfalls in your region, don’t 

think for even a moment that you can’t find other ways to put these skills to use! Creeks, fountains, and other man-made structures are all great places 

to practice using neutral-density filters to create long exposures.

My goal with this book is to introduce you to the world of creating silky-smooth water with your camera. If you are new to this technique, I hope that you 

have learned the skills needed to create those photographs you have always wanted to make. If you are familiar with or have experience photographing 

long exposures, my hope is that this book has inspired you to go out with your camera and make even more beautiful photographs.

CONCLUSION
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