
The amount of light 
generated by shops, street 

lights and signs can deliver a 
fast enough shutter speed 

for hand-holding your 
camera. Increase the ISO 

setting and use your lens’s 
widest aperture to get faster 
shutter speeds. Brace your 
camera by leaning against  
a wall or similar, and turn  

on the High ISO Noise 
Reduction feature

With your camera on a tripod, choose Manual (M) 
mode and select ISO800. An exposure of 30 secs  
at f/4 is a good starting point. If your lens aperture 

doesn’t offer this wide setting, increase the ISO  
to compensate. Take a test shot with the lens set  

to Manual (M) and focused at infinity. Do the results 
look OK, or are they too brown?

By using low ISOs and fill flash, 
you’ll get cleaner pictures. Are you 
shooting in an environment that’s 

mostly lit by tungsten lights or fire?Tripods help you to consider 
image opportunities more 
carefully. As long as you’re 
not worried about subject 
movement, you’ll be free  

to use low ISO settings, 
smaller apertures and slower 

shutter speeds

Zoom into the shot to check the 
focus. Are foreground details  

sharp or blurred?

Find a good spot near traffic lights 
or where the volume of traffic 

increases. Choose the lowest ISO 
setting and use Manual mode (M) 

to dial in a shutter speed of ten 
seconds. Take some test shots and 
view the results on the LCD – using 
the histogram to check exposure. 

Are the light trails long enough?

Would you like to  
capture light trails as part  

of your picture? 

In Manual mode (M), choose the 
widest aperture (lowest f-number) 

to give you the fastest shutter 
speed. Increase the ISO to between 

400 and 800 and take a test shot

Try your camera’s Tungsten white 
balance setting, or make a custom 

white balance of around 3,200k

Try placing a warming gel 
over the flash, so that its 
burst of light blends with 
the scene. Alternatively, 

shoot a single raw file, 
then save it out with 

different white balance 
settings and blend the 

images together

In Aperture Priority mode (A  
or Av) choose the lens’s widest 
aperture and increase the ISO  

to a setting that will allow you to 
get sharp pictures. Take test 

shots and evaluate the results, 
adjusting the ISO as necessary. 
Expect the results to be noisy Use a wider aperture (lower 

f-number) or try a longer 
exposure time. Take further 
test shots until you’re happy 

with the exposure

Use a smaller aperture 
(higher f-number) or try  
a shorter exposure time. 

Take further test shots until 
you’re happy

Choose the camera’s 
slow-sync flash mode. To 
activate slow-sync flash 
on a Nikon SLR, set the 
flash mode to Slow. On 

Canons, just set the mode 
dial to Av and flip up the 
flash. For other brands, 

check your manual

You’ve probably been wandering 
around the scene with the torch 
still switched on. Make sure you 

switch it off when you’re not 
‘painting’. Take another test shot

You need to keep the torch beam  
in motion, just like painting with  

a brush, otherwise you’ll have 
patches and blotchy lighting over 

the subject. With this in mind,  
take another test shot

Are some parts of the subject much brighter than others?

Zooming in on the image,  
does it look blurred?

Are there flares or streaks of light 
throughout the frame?

Take a shot. Are the results blurred or sharp?

In slow-sync mode, the camera automatically 
uses flash to light the subject, and a longer 

exposure to capture background detail. If the 
camera or subject moves during this longer 

exposure, the photo will feature blurred 
elements. The answer is to use a tripod

Choose a slower shutter 
speed (try 20 secs) and 

take another shot. Repeat 
until you’re happy with 

the length of the trail

Try to avoid including any 
subject that’s too close to 

the camera in your 
composition. Depth of field 
is limited at wide apertures 

Are the results too bright (with the histogram bunched to the 
right) or too dark (with no detail on the right of the graph)?

Check the histogram. The shot’s 
graph should be bunched to the 

left, because the scene is full  
of dark tones and shadows.  
If it’s not, decrease the ISO

If your shot is severely under-exposed, increase the ISO setting. 
Don’t choose a slower shutter speed, because at longer exposures 

the stars will be rendered as short streaks of light

Choose a smaller aperture 
setting (higher f-number) and 
take another shot. Check the 

histogram and repeat the 
process until the highlights can 

be seen to the right of the graph

Choose a wider aperture (lower 
f-number) and take another 

test shot. Check the histogram 
and repeat the process until  

the histogram just touches the 
right of the graph

Get closer to the subject, use a 
wider aperture or set a higher ISO

Reduce the power of the flash, use a 
smaller aperture or set a lower ISO

How to use long exposures after dark to  
capture colourful light trails in your images 

1
Night-time 
city scenes

Give your scenic shots a magical twist  
by shooting them under the stars  

2
Moonlit 
landscapes

The flash settings and techniques you need 
to get well-lit pictures of people at night

3
Low-light  
portrait shots 4

Grab a torch and get creative – ‘painting’  
your subjects for dramatic effects

Painting 
with light

Above Check each shot carefully and  
use the histogram to make sure they’re 
exposed well – shoot raw files to give you 
more room for adjustments later 
Right Avoid lighting a scene by standing  
in one spot and painting from waist height. 
Keep moving for a better result

Top left Shoot  
far from urban 
environments to 
avoid the glare from 
city lights and stop 
the sky looking brown

Above The long 
exposures required 
at night mean that 
even the slightest 
movement in the 
clouds will be seen

Left Don’t choose 
shutter speeds that 
run into minutes  
if you want to avoid 
stars appearing as 
short streaks

Look out for street lamps, light trails from cars 
and sunsets that will add colour and interest. 

Head out when it’s been raining, as lights 
reflected in puddles can double the impact  
of your pictures. Will you be using a tripod?

With your camera mounted on a tripod, manually focus on 
the subject. Switch to Manual (M) mode, then set the ISO  
to 100 and aperture to around f/8. For the shutter speed, 

choose the camera’s Bulb setting. Using a lockable remote 
release, lock open the shutter and ‘paint’ the subject with  

a strong spotlight torch. Try a 120-sec exposure, unlocking 
the release to close the shutter. Check the results on the 

rear screen. Is the image too dark or too bright?

Choose a location far from the  
sodium glow of street lights. Find a 

suitable focal point for your moonlit 
landscape, such as a church, standing 

stones or dramatic headland. Try to start 
shooting three hours after ‘moonrise’  

for the best results 

Do you want to use flash to light your subject,  
or just capture the mood of the ambient light?

Yes No

Flash Ambient light

Yes

Too dark

Yes

No

No Yes

No Yes

Sharp Blurred

Too bright Too dark

Blurred Sharp

Does your subject appear too dark or too bright?

Dark Bright

Too bright

Yes No

Yes No

No

Your tripod isn’t sturdy 
enough. Long exposures and 
wind are a volatile mix, so try 

hanging your camera bag 
from your tripod or weighing 
it down with a jacket to keep 

it rock steady

Take your shots. Don’t take 
risks while working in total 

darkness. Arrive in daylight 
so you can check out the 

terrain, keep another torch 
handy and carry a phone  

for emergencies

Combine flash with longer 
exposures for balanced shots

Look OK Too brown

Above Leave it too late and the sky will 
appear black and featureless

Above For top results, start shooting 
when there’s still colour left in the sky D
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etting great low-
light pictures means 
applying the same 
attention to light 

and composition as you do in 
daylight. But before you head 
out into the night, it will pay 
dividends and save you time 
later if you plan ahead. Pick 
good locations beforehand by 
scouting out local spots that 
have interesting lights and 
architecture, or if you’re 
looking to shoot traffic light 
trails, check which roads are 
busiest, when is the best time 
for traffic, and which is the 
best (and safest) position to 
take your photos from.

Carefully study the  
scene before you start taking 
photos. Are some parts in 
complete darkness? Do areas 
of the shot become more 
interesting, brightly lit or 
colourful as it gets darker? If 
so, don’t be afraid to zoom in 
on the most photogenic areas.

Get the timing right
If you’re photographing 
low-light landscapes, arrive at 
the location with plenty of 
time to set up. The best 
pictures are often taken when 
there’s still some light and 
colour left in the sky, and this 

is particularly true if floodlit 
buildings are a feature of the 
shot. Pictures will be more 
interesting, and exposures 
easier, if the brightness of the 
sky and that of subjects lit by 
artificial light are balanced.

Maximise quality 
For the best results, shoot  
in raw. This way your  
images will retain the most 
‘information’, which gives you 
greater scope for enhancing 
your shots in Adobe Camera 
Raw and other raw-processing 
software. Raw is especially 
beneficial when taking night 
shots, because it gives more 
flexibility when you want to 
change things such as colour 
temperature, or brighten  
or darken your exposures.

Finally, although you might 
be tempted to increase the 
ISO to access faster shutter 
speeds, you’ll get the cleanest 
pictures if you stick to a 

setting of around ISO100-
200. As you move to higher 
sensitivity settings, your 
pictures will become noisier, 
but this effect can be reduced 
using your camera’s High  
ISO Noise Reduction feature, 
or image-editing software. 

Shooting in the dark needn’t be difficult 
– as long as you get to grips with the basics

G

“Arrive in plenty of time. The best 
pictures are taken when there’s still 
some light and colour left in the sky”

o take control of  
your exposures at 
night, it’s best to 
shoot in Manual 

mode so you can choose the 
best narrow aperture and slow 
shutter speed. Begin by 
composing and focusing your 
shot, set a narrow aperture of 
around f/16, then dial in the 
right shutter speed until the 
Exposure Level mark is in the 
middle of the Exposure Level 
Indicator in the viewfinder.

Take some shots and 
review them on the LCD. 
Remember, this is what your 
camera thinks is the best 
exposure, but if your shots  
are looking too bright, under- 
expose by one or two stops so 
that they actually look dark.

Stay sharp
Low light levels will result in 
slow shutter speeds, anywhere 
from one to 30 seconds. 
That’s way too slow to shoot 

hand-held, so you’ll need to 
use a tripod if you want sharp 
results. Ensure your tripod is 
set up correctly, as the tiniest 
movement can create camera 
shake during long exposures. 
This even includes the mirror 
moving up and down inside 
an SLR. You can enable Mirror 
Lock-up to get around this 
potential pitfall; look for it in 
the menu, or marked as an 
option on your camera’s dial.

Even touching your camera 
to press the shutter-release 
button can create enough 
movement to leave you with 
blurred results. Use your 
camera’s built-in self-timer 
to trigger the shutter after 
you’ve pressed the button to 
avoid any problems. For shots 
that rely on accurate timing 
(such as long exposures of  
car trails), try using a remote 
shutter release instead.

Getting a good exposure in low light is 
actually easier than in the middle of the day

T

Above Arrive at your planned 
location in daylight so that you 
have plenty of time to find the 
best composition and set your 
tripod up accordingly before the 
light levels start to drop

Left Using a sturdy tripod 
enables you to choose smaller 
apertures and low ISO settings 
for the best quality pictures

Above A remote release allows you 
to fire the shutter without touching 
the camera, giving sharper results

Above Rotate the exposure mode 
dial to ‘M’, then set the aperture 
and shutter speed manually

Turn over for easy-to-follow flow-charts 
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Essential gear2  Night exposures3Getting started 1

“If your shots are looking too bright, 
under-expose by one or two stops  
so that they actually look dark”

Want to take quality low-light shots? Here’s 
what you need to pack before you head out

Low-LiGht 
photoGraphy Your simple guide to taking vibrant pictures after dark.  

All the camera, exposure and technique advice you need!

The fold-out field guide to…

ou can take great 
night shots with  
any type of camera, 
although you’ll have 

more flexibility and get the 
best quality results if you use 
an SLR. When it comes to 
lens choice, the faster (ie, the 
wider the maximum aperture 

it has) the better. A wide-
aperture lens will give the 
brightest image possible 
through the viewfinder, in 
addition to letting you select 
from faster shutter speeds as 
the light levels start to drop. 
Here’s what else will make life 
easier on a night shoot… 

Y

TRipod LenS hood

You’ll need to support your 
camera during long exposures  
at night. Choose a tripod with a 
sturdy set of legs and a rock-solid 
head. Padded leg wraps (or pipe 
insulation trimmed to size) make 
tripods more comfortable to 
carry and use in cold weather.

A lens hood is just as useful in  
the dark as it is during the day. 
Street lights, car headlamps, 
torches and other light sources 
can create flare, which reduces 
contrast – a bit like staring at a 
scene through a veil. Fit a lens 
hood to block this unwanted light.

SpARe bATTeRy exTRA MeMoRy cARdS

Keep your camera working when 
the temperature drops. Cold 
weather can sap battery life, even 
when they’re sat in your bag,  
so charge up your main battery 
before you head out for the night, 
and keep a spare warm in an inner 
jacket pocket to ensure you don’t 
miss any photo opportunities. 

You’ll be surprised how quickly 
low-light photography can eat 
space on your memory card, 
especially when you’re trying 
hit-or-miss techniques such  
as shooting creative blurs or 
capturing the changing colours of 
sunrise or sunset. Take as many 
large-capacity cards as you can.

FLAShGun ToRch

An external flashgun will add an 
extra dimension to your low-light 
photography, especially when it’s 
used off-camera either wirelessly 
or by using an off-shoe cord. Use 
flash to light the subject and a 
slow exposure to ensure you 
capture detail in the background.

A torch won’t cost you much, but 
can help cut down on time spent 
hunting for equipment in the 
dark. It will also allow you to check 
your settings without having to 
activate your camera’s rear or 
top-plate LCD (if it has one), 
saving your precious battery life.

EXPOSURE GUIDE FOR POPULAR LOW-LIGHT SUBjECTS

SUBjECT SHUTTER SPEED APERTURE ISO SETTING

Stage show 1/60 sec f/4 400

Live music 1/125 sec f/4 800

Fairground rides 15 secs f/16 100

Floodlit cathedral 4 secs f/16 100

Skyline at dusk 1/30 sec f/5.6 100

Skyline at night 15 secs f/5.6 100

Full moon 1/250 sec f/8 100

Moonlit landscape 4 mins f/5.6 100

Lightning strike Bulb f/11 100


