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Low Light Photography 
Mini Workshop presented by Ian Cran 

Apr il 2007 
 
   A summary of information from magazines 
 
Digital Photography. Article by Jon Adams the editor 
Better Digital. Articles by Philip Andrews and Robin Nichols 
 
Best Time 

·  If there is some light left in the sky it adds to the picture 
·  Dark enough to see lights in streets, buildings etc 
·  Enough light to see detail around your subject. This will depend on the picture 

wanted. 
·  This may work out as half an hour after sunset but it is variable. The trick is to 

take a series of pictures over a period of time. 
 
Equipment 

·  Any camera that can be turned to manual mode. Can manage without manual 
mode but not so easy. Some cameras have a “night”mode that chooses an 
aperture and shutter speed. However, to get the picture you want, it is better to 
turn to manual and control the exposure your self 

·  Plenty of card space as you will need many shots 
·  Spare batteries. Long exposures burn up batteries 
·  Tripod. Possible but hard to manage without. 
·  Cable release or use the delayed time release. 
·  Torch 
·  Suitable clothing. 

 
Format 

·  Fine JPEG OK but be sure not to under expose  
·  RAW is strongly recommended as it allows later adjustment of colour and 

exposure. To use RAW you would have to have a converter as in CS2, and to 
understand how to convert (not difficult)  

ISO 
·  Turn off the Auto setting for ISO. To do this you have to go into the Menu. If 

Auto ISO is left on you will not have control of exposure (as  you alter the 
shutter the camera will alter the ISO so the exposure will remain the same} . 

·  Manually select the lowest ISO setting available on your camera. This is to 
avoid digital noise.       

·  On the more expensive cameras it may be satisfactory to use an ISO setting up 
to 400 

·  On all cameras a setting above 400 causes noise, which is a problem with low 
light photography 

·  If you decide to hand hold use the lowest ISO setting that allows a shutter time 
that you can hold. Additional noise will have to be reduced in editing. 

 
Aper ture 
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·  Use the best aperture for your lens, which is usually f 5.6 or f 8. Depth of field 
is not usually a problem but if you wish to have a close subject use f 8. 

·  If hand holding open up as wide as you can. 
 
Tr ipod 

·  A tripod is almost essential as the exposure may run into seconds 
·  If you do not have a tripod use any support available. This may be a bench, 

wall, tree etc. Even try someone’s shoulder.  
·  Use either a cable release or the delay timer. 

 
White Balance 

·  This is a problem with mixed lighting and long exposures. 
·  With JPEG switch the white balance from Auto to Daylight. This will enable 

you to pick up the atmosphere.  
·  With RAW there is no problem as the best White Balance can be selected later 

 
Shooting Mode 

·  In the Program Mode the camera’s computer chooses the aperture and the 
shutter time. In low light photography the exposure meter in the camera may 
have difficulty making a satisfactory choice of exposure because of the wide 
contrast between the lights and the darkness. It is better to turn off the 
Program or Auto Mode 

·  Aperture Priority is OK. The exposure can be adjusted using the compensation 
dial.  

·  Manual Mode is by far the easiest. Set the aperture of choice and adjust the 
shutter for the best exposure.  

 
Meter ing 

·  Matrix metering will work most of the time. 
·  If you have a special interest in one area it would be better to use Centre 

Weighted Priority metering  
·  Spot metering would be difficult 

 
Shutter  

·  I will assume you are shooting in manual mode. The exposure is adjusted by 
altering the shutter speed. 

·  Many cameras, in Manual mode, will give you an indication of what the 
camera’s computer thinks will be the correct exposure. Unfortunately the 
metering of the camera may be fooled by the light and dark of the scene. It is, 
however, a good starting point. 

·  Starting with the exposure suggested by the camera, or with say a shutter time 
of 1 sec. Take a picture. Then look at the histogram to assess the exposure 
(explained later). The picture on the back of the camera does not give you a 
good indication of the exposure, but if you wish to use the picture make sure 
that you can see detail in the shadows. 

·  If under exposed, the usual story, double the exposure and shoot another 
image. Again look at the histogram  

·  Repeat this process till you find the correct exposure 
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·  The correct exposure will have the pixels distributed right across the 
histogram. 

·  ETTR (Expose To The Right}  is the mantra. The pixels should go right across 
to the right side but not butt up against the right edge. The worst noise will be 
seen in the pixels on the left side, the side of the shadows. 

·  Under exposed pictures are common and should be avoided. 
 
Under exposed image- The detail in the shadows is lost. In the histogram the pixels 
are piled up against the left, or dark, side.. There are no pixels on the right, or bright, 
side. This picture will have little detail, deep shadows and lots of noise 

 
 
Over exposed image - The highlights are washed out; In the histogram the pixels are 
piled up against the right side and are burnt out.; This picture will have no detail in 
the highlights 

 
 
Correct exposure - There is detail in the shadows and the highlights; In the histogram 
the pixels are spread across starting in the right side but are not up against the right 
side. The absence of pixels on the left side is an advantage, and, later, contrast can be 
added. 
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Focus 

·  Auto Focus on the camera may have difficulty fixing on an edge, and not work 
·  If so, use manual focus and focus on your subject 
·  It may be easier to select your subject before dark and focus using manual 

focus 
·  A focus on infinity will work well 

 
 
Noise 

·  Noise is an important problem with low light photography.  
·  Noise appears as random multicoloured spots, which make blacks muddy, 

destroys contrast and clouds detail. Noise is quite different to grain. Grain is 
composed of picture making granules and can be artistic. Noise, on the other 
hand, lies on top of your image destroying the picture. 

·  Noise is worst in *  Under exposed pictures *Shadows *Long exposures *High 
ISO settings 

Noise Reduction 
·  Use the Noise Reduction setting on your camera. Be aware that the writing 

time after you take the shot will be doubled. 
·  Avoid under exposing the shots 
·  In Raw Conversion programs there are sliders to reduce noise that do a fair 

job. 
·  In Photoshop there is a filter to reduce noise. With care this works well 
·  There are several third party plug-ins that do an excellent job. Nik and Neat 

Image have a good name. 
 
Sources of More Information  
Night and Low Light Photography http://www.blackphoto.com/tutorials/lesson_night.asp 
Night Photography http://www.schoolofphotography.com/night/night.html#int 
Better Low Light Imageshttp://digital-photography-school.com/blog/how-to-get-better-
digital-photos-in-low-light-conditions-without-using-a-flash/ 
 Digital Focus: Use ISO to Take Low-Light Photos http://www.pcworld.com/article/id,124289-
page,1/article.html 


