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Night Photography Guide                

The three variables used to achieve a perfect exposure are Aperture size, Shutter speed and ISO setting. The 

correct balance between these three variables is easily obtained during daylight hours but will require a little more 

thought for successful night photography! 

The Challenges:                           

Manual Control: 

Low light conditions will usually confuse the automated aspects of your camera, so if you are able to switch to full 

manual control, then do so. This includes switching to manual focus. 

Aperture Size: 

A large aperture (small F number) will allow more light to reach the cameras sensor in a given period of time. This 

may seem ideal for night photography, but a large aperture also means a small depth of field. Therefore if a 

medium to large depth of field is required, other options need to be considered. 

Shutter speed: 

Shutter speeds slower than 1/30
th
 sec will almost certainly mean additional measures will need to be taken to 

reduce the risk of camera shake. Often this can be a wall to lean against, or perhaps a fence post. However night 

photography usually requires extremely slow shutter speeds, often more than 15 seconds. The only reliable 

course of action for these conditions is to use a tripod. But this still leaves the problem of motion blur. 

ISO Rating:  

The ISO rating adjusts the sensitivity of the cameras sensor to light. A low ISO rating of 100 means the sensor is 

less sensitive to light than a higher rating. It would therefore seem that a high ISO rating would be ideal for night 

photography. Unfortunately, the higher ISO rating, the more image noise (random specks of brightness or colour) 

will be introduced to the image. 

So What to Do?                             

It seems that there is a price to pay in image quality whichever option you choose. However, if you accept the risk 

of motion blur as a possible creative element to your image, then often a good starting point would be setting your 

camera aperture to F9 or F11, shutter speed to 15-30sec and ISO rating to 100 or 200. You should then take a 

few test shots and review your images using the camera’s LCD screen. If the exposure is not satisfactory, then 

make some minor adjustments and try again. 

Other Considerations:         
 White Balance: Start with Daylight, but also try other settings until you find a balance that you find 

acceptable for your image. Night lights have a large variation in colour temperature, so experimentation 

with your camera’s white balance can make all the difference. 

 Shutter Release: Use a remote release or camera timer release, to avoid introducing camera shake. 

 Lens Stabiliser: If your camera has a lens stabiliser and you are using a tripod, then switch it off. 

Otherwise you risk the stabiliser actually introducing camera shake to the image. 

 Mirror Lock: If you are using a DSLR camera, consider locking the mirror and just rely on the LCD 

screen. The movement of the mirror flipping up can also introduce camera shake. 

 Long Exposure Noise Reduction: Long exposures of more than 1sec, will increase the level of noise on 

an image. Some cameras have a built-in facility to combat this effect. If you have this facility, make sure 

that it is switched on. 

 RAW or JPEG: Using RAW images will allow you greater flexibility to make changes to your image at the 

processing stage. For example, white balance, exposure and sharpness.  

 Experimentation: Night photography is different and should be enjoyed. Try breaking the conventional 

rules or even moving the camera in the middle of a long exposure and see what type of creative images 

you can obtain!    

                                                                                  


