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OKEH BOKEH! 
 

Bokeh comes from the Japanese word boke (ボケ), which means "blur" or "haze", or boke-aji, 

the "blur quality." Bokeh is pronounced BOH-Kə or BOH-kay. 

 

Bokeh is defined as “the 

effect of a soft out-of-

focus background that 

you get when shooting a 

subject, using a fast lens, 

at the widest aperture, 

such as f/2.8 or wider.” 

Simply put, bokeh is the 

pleasing or aesthetic 

quality of out-of-focus 

blur in a photograph. 

 

Although bokeh is 

actually a characteristic 

of a photograph, the lens 

used determines the 

shape and size of the visible bokeh. Usually seen more in highlights, bokeh is affected by the 

shape of the diaphragm blades (the aperture) of the lens. A lens with more circular shaped 

blades will have rounder, softer orbs of out-of-focus highlights, whereas a lens with an aperture 

that is more hexagonal in shape will reflect that shape in the highlights. 

 

You’ll want to shoot with the lens wide open, so you’ll want to use a shooting mode of Aperture 

Priority or Manual. Manual gives you the ability to choose both your aperture and shutter speed, 

whereas Aperture Priority allows you to choose the f/stop while the camera chooses the 

appropriate shutter speed for the exposure. 

 

Don't worry if your lens doesn’t have an F-Stop that opens the lens wider than F/5.6. By 

increasing the distance between the background and your subject, you can see bokeh in images 

that are shot at smaller apertures like f/8. 

 

To increase the likelihood of visible bokeh in your photographs, increase the distance between 

your subject and the background. You can do this by decreasing the distance between the camera 

and subject. The more shallow the depth-of-field, or further the background is, the more out-of-

focus it will be. Highlights hitting the background will show more visible bokeh too, so if you’re 

using a backlight, side light or a hair light, the bokeh may be more pleasing to the eye. 

Figure 1 Exposure: 1/80 of a second shutter speed, f/4 aperture, ISO 5600, aperture priority. 
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The next technique will allow you to create different shaped bokeh.  

You can make stars, hearts or even little snow flakes!   What you have to do is make yourself a 

stencil filter and choose a subject that can fit inside and be focused through the amount of 

space allotted by your cut out.   
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