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Capture Your Holidays with Katrina Kennedy

2
LESSON

L E S S O N  2  O B J E C T I V E S :

At the end of this lesson you will 

be able to:

 ★ Create a photo of your 

Christmas tree using a slow 

shutter speed.

 ★ Create a zoomed or bokeh’d 

Christmas tree.

 ★ Create a silhouetted 

Christmas photo.

 ★ Expose for a person in a low 

light situation.

O’ Christmas Tree, how you’ve 

stumped so many as we expose 

for thee. You’ve seen those classic 

Christmas tree shots. Perhaps you’ve 

attempted your own. How do you get 

it to work? What are the secrets?

This year you are going to get a 

great shot! Just a few things to keep 

in mind and you are on your way. I 

hope you enjoy this lesson.

My little holiday reminder! Please 

enjoy this process. If you find 

yourself frustrated over the settings, 

ask questions. Make this holiday 

about capturing your memories 

with as little stress as possible!
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SLOW SHUTTER SPEED SHOTS

For capturing our Christmas trees we will rely on a slow shutter speed and 

a tripod to avoid camera shake.  Once you’ve got the settings dialed in, your 

effort will go into composing an interesting shot.

A steady camera is essential for this shot. Without steadiness, the shutter 

speeds we are using will produce a blurry shot and leave you frustrated.

If you don’t have access to a tripod place your camera on a steady surface. 

You can support it with a bean bag or simply a bag of rice from your pantry. 

This is also a great opportunity to use a remote shutter release or your 

camera’s self timer.

Christmas tree in program mode (P):

This method is not the ideal way to get a photo of your tree, but it will work 

in a pinch. Your shutter is going to stay open for a long time, so secure your 

camera with a tripod or on a steady surface.

1 Place your camera on Program Mode (P).

2 Set your ISO to 100 (this will force a slower shutter speed).

3 Place your camera on a tripod or solid surface.

4 Shoot.

TWINKLE LIGHTS

The more lights you place on your 

tree, the easier getting a great tree 

shot will be!
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Your Christmas Tree in Aperture Priority Mode 

(AV or A):

1 Select Aperture Priority Mode.  (AV or A on the 

top dial)

2 Select Spot Metering.

3 Move your Aperture to f/22. Your camera will 

select the shutter speed when you point your 

lens toward your subject.

4 Place your camera on a tripod or solid surface.

5 Position the tripod in the room so you have a 

floor to ceiling view of your tree.

6 Turn off all the lights in the room, except the 

tree lights. 

7 If your lens has a UV filter, remove it.

8 Press the shutter button.

9 Check your results.

10 Try different apertures to see the different 

effects you can achieve. The lights will be 

starred at the narrowest aperture (largest 

numbers) and bokeh’d at the widest apertures 

(smallest numbers). 

YOUR CHRISTMAS TREE with a point and shoot

1 Choose your indoor party scene mode or 

landscape mode.

2 Turn your flash off (most often in the menu)

3 Place your camera on a tripod or firm surface.

4 Shoot.

5 Review your results.

MAKE IT GRAND

To make your tree appear larger 

shoot with a wide angle lens from 

a low position. 35mm or lower is 

considered a wide angle lens.
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SEEING YELLOW?

Adjust your white balance to 

eliminate the yellow cast in your 

photos. Click here for more about 

white balance.

PLAYING WITH LIGHTS

Manual Focus Christmas Tree Bokeh:

Let’s revisit a favorite technique from  

the first lesson, this time including the 

entire tree!

1 Select Program (P), Aperture(AV or A).

2 Select Spot Metering.

3 Turn your lens to Manual Focus.

4 Turn your lens focus ring until the 

lights form large circles, getting the 

entire view in your frame.

5 Press the shutter button.

6 Check your results.

Zooming Your Christmas Tree:

Zooming on your tree creates a fun, 

artistic photo. A tripod is helpful to get a 

smooth zoom. A wide lens is helpful for 

this technique.

1 Set your camera to Aperture Priority(AV 

or A).*

2 Set your Aperture to f/20.

3 Set your ISO to 100

4 Secure your camera to a tripod.

5 Place your hand on the zoom ring of 

your lens.

6 Press the shutter button.

7 Slowly turn your zoom ring.

8 Check your results, try zooming faster 

and slower. In to out and out to in.

*You can also use Program Mode (P) or 

Manual Mode (M) for this technique.

http://thedailydigi.com/white-balance-with-katrina-kennedy/
http://thedailydigi.com/white-balance-with-katrina-kennedy/
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ADDING A PERSON

The silhouetted child in front of a 

tree evokes so many emotions about 

Christmas. For the best luck taking this 

photo, prepare your camera settings 

before you take the photo of your child. I 

typically use my husband to help me get 

the exposure right and then find a way to 

entice my son to stand in front of the tree 

to look at something. Because I know my 

settings are going to be correct, I can then 

focus on composition. Manual mode is 

going to be your best choice for this photo. 

The more lights your tree has the better 

your results will be.

This is not an easy shot to get right.  

Don’t worry if you don’t get it with your 

first attempts.

Silhouette

1 Select Manual Mode (M)

2 Select Spot Metering.

3 Select an ISO of 800 to 1000. 

4 Select a wide aperture (small number).

5 Adjust for a correct exposure.

6 Take a test shot of the tree. 

7 Check on your histogram that it is 

well exposed (the histogram data will 

stretch across, with a little bunching to 

the left)

8 Adjust exposure if needed.

9 Place your subject in front of the tree

10 Shoot.

11 Review your results.

WEIRD REFLECTIONS?

If you have a UV filter on your 

lens, remove it when taking  

Christmas tree light  photos.
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EXPOSING FOR A PERSON IN LOW LIGHT

1 Select Spot Metering.

2 Set your camera to Manual (M). 

3 Leave your lens on AF (Auto Focus).

4 Set your ISO to 800. The less light you have, the higher your ISO needs to be.

5 Choose a wide aperture (the lowest f/number).

6 Aim your camera at your subject, zooming in or walking as close as you can. 

7 Find the area you want to have most “correctly” exposed. (While zoomed on your 

subject you don’t need to be in focus.)

8 Check your shutter speed, keep it above 1/50th of a second (displayed as 50) to 

avoid camera shake if you are not using a tripod. 1/125th of a second is a good 

rule of thumb to stop most movement, if your subject is a little uncooperative.

9 Move your in-camera light meter until your indicator falls on the midpoint or 1/3 

stop over exposed (one small line to the right).
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10 Recompose your shot.

11 Ignore your light meter 

settings as they bounce 

all around. Your camera is 

“seeing” light from all around 

your subject and warning 

you that your exposure 

reading is wrong. Ignore it, 

you are now smarter than 

your camera!

12 Focus.

13 Shoot.

14 Review your shot on your 

LCD and in your histogram.

15 Adjust your exposure.

Don’t be afraid to play with your 

exposure. Take a shot. Review 

it. Adjust your exposure up or 

down in 1/3 stop increments. 

Shoot. See what you get.

You can also try lighting your 

subject from the front with a 

lamp, flash or other light.  

We’ll discuss using flash in a 

future lesson.

ACTIVE CHILD? 

If you are photographing an active child, you can 

use your own hand to set your exposure, as long 

as your hand and child will be in the same light.

HISTOGRAM:

Stacked to the right = 

overexposed

Stacked to the left = 

underexposed
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INSPIRATION & IDEAS

Here are a few tree ideas to try:

★ Use the manual focus bokeh

technique to photograph

your entire tree.

★ Drape lights around an object

or person in front of tree to

illuminate them with your

tree in the background.

★ Photograph your tree during

the day using only natural

light. This is a great hand

held option.

I’ve created a gallery of Flickr tree 

photos for your inspiration. Enjoy.

Are you on Pinterest? I have even 

more photo examples on the 

CaptureYourHolidays board.

If you are having difficulty with 

anything during the lesson, ask 

questions! I’m here for you.

http://www.flickr.com/photos/ianconnor/galleries/72157625533255116/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/ianconnor/galleries/72157625533255116/
http://pinterest.com/katrinakennedy/photography-capture-your-holidays/
https://www.flickr.com/groups/captureyourholidays/

