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How to create a soft and blurry background

Getting started
Some portraits leap off the page and
demand your attention. These
compelling portraits are usually tight
headshots with simple, non-
competing backgrounds.

The key in all successful photographs
is how well the photographer directed
the viewer’s attention to where he or
she wants it to go.

In a candid or formal portrait there
are four things you can do to create a
blurry background that helps to make
a strong photograph.

First (and the easiest thing to do)
move the subject away from the
background. If you have a person
leaning against a wall it is very
difficult to make the wall fuzzy.

Second (this one is a little more
technical) your lens has an iris like

your eye. Your pupils get smaller
when you go outside to compensate
for all the light. When you go
inside they open up to let in more
light. The iris on your camera is
called the aperture and it works the
same as your eye if it is set on
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automatic.

Those little numbers running
around your lens barrel (ƒ/2.8, ƒ/4,
ƒ/5.6, ƒ/8, ƒ/11, ƒ/16, ƒ/22) are
really fractions. I know, who ever
heard of a fraction 2.8 or 5.6?
Photographers that’s who, so just
trust me on this one.

Just like ½ is larger than ¼, ƒ/2.8
larger than ƒ/4 and ƒ/4 is larger than
ƒ/5.6. The larger the number the
more light is let in through the lens.
The larger the number (ƒ/4 is larger
than ƒ/5.6) the less is in focus in
front of and behind the point
focused on. The area in focus is
called the depth-of-field and it
changes with each f-stop (aperture).
Different types of lenses like wide-
angle or telephoto lenses make a
difference also, more to come on
that in a moment.

The point of all this is that the
larger the f number the less that is
in focus around the subject and the

Try a few different ways!
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fuzzier the background.

If you use aperture priority on your
camera (check your manual) the
camera will pick the shutter speed to
match the aperture you have selected
and give you the correct exposure.

I warned you that this part was a little
more technical.

Third (this one is almost as technical)
Selecting an ISO. As you probably
know ISO stands for International
Standards Organization. It used to be
called ASA for American Standards
Association and you’ll see this on
older cameras, but that has all
changed now.

ISO numbers indicate how sensitive
the camera is to light. If you are
shooting film, you are stuck with one
ISO for the entire roll. On digital you
can change the ISO with each shot.
The higher the ISO number, say
1000, the more sensitive it is to light.
The lower the ISO number, say 100,
the less sensitive.
Using a lower number (100 as
compared to 200 or higher) the larger
the f-stop you can use thus the more
out of focus the background.

Fourth (this one isn’t technical at all)
Telephoto lenses, like a 200 mm, will
help make the background blurry.
The longer the lens the more shallow
the depth of field at any given f-stop.
Conversely, the wider angle the lens
the more depth of field at any given f-
stop. So using a telephoto lens (100
mm and up) will help to blur the
background.
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Summary: To make your
background as blurry as possible:
1- move the subject as far away

from the background as
possible,

2- use the widest aperture like
ƒ/2.8,

3- choose a low ISO, and
4- use a telephoto lens like 200

mm.

Following these guidelines will help
you put the focus on the subject
where it should be and make the
background just that, a background.

We’re on the Web!

Visit us at:
www.StanleyLeary.com

A camera gives you a
reason to stare.

- John Running
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