The ASA/ANSI/ISO NUMBER SERIES

This number series was invented to quantify the sensitivity of film to light. It
originated in the United States offices of the American Standards Association,
which became the American National Standards Institute. The beauty of this
system is that it is a geometric series, and the comparison of relative film speeds
is simply the ratio of the two numbers.

A useful coincidence is that the film speed number becomes the shutter speed
when photographing subjects lit with bright sunlight and the f/# of the lens is set
to f/16. For instance, the Basic Daylight Exposure when using 100 speed film is
to set the aperture of the camera to f/16 and the shutter speed to 1/100 of a
second, or the closest one to it if using a mechanically timed shutter, usually
1/125".

The European film speed number system did not have that advantage, plus
relative sensitivities could not be easily calculated, since their system was an
arithmetic sequence. These DIN (Deutsche Industrie Norm) numbers had
equivalents to the ASA numbers, but doubling the sensitivity was indicated by a
jump of three digits; i.e. DIN 17 needed only half the amount of light of a DIN 14
film.

Finally the International Standards Organization based in Switzerland adopted
the American numbering system for the benefit of all. So you may hear old-
timers say ASA when referring to a film’s sensitivity.
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