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There is an abundance of resources to learn 
about night photography (NPy) and I am 
happy to see that NPy is becoming more 
mainstream, even though it still remains a 
photography niche. It is not for everyone to 
go out at night, perhaps alone, and into dark 
and strange places, as humans often associ-
ate unpleasantry with darkness. In addition 
to the uncommon setting, night photography 
is taxing, both on equipment, your body and 
creativity, especially if added to the end of a 
busy work day. Not being able to rely on 
automatic settings of today's digital cameras, 
but rather having to figure out the relation-
ship between three manual settings is un-
charted territory for many, and the lack of 
light that forces unusually long exposures in 
some cases can push the limits of your pa-
tience and the capabilities of even the most 
advanced equipment.  

One of my main motivations for this tutorial 
is to counter a lot of misinformation that is 
found on the web, particularly the notion 
that night photography can be done by 
"cranking up the ISO" and shooting 5 second 
images or, worse yet, doing handheld shoo-
ting. I also see more and more comments 
that NPy can be done with phone cameras. 
Whereas all of that is technically possible, 
the outcome surely does not portrait the 
world in the same way as carefully com-
posed, well executed and processed fine art 
night photography. 

This tutorial is a con-
densed instruction to 
creating intriguing 
imagery at night. 
Whereas there are 
many ways of approa-
ching night photogra-
phy, the following 
guidance will give you 
a practical  starting 
point that assures you 
to get good quality 
photos that will 
portrait cities and 
urban areas at night, as only cameras can see 
them. 

Much of the information provided here applies 
to any type of night photography, but the 
content is tailored to urban NPy within city 
and town limits, as opposed to naturescape, 
Milky Way or light painting photography. 
Special considerations and camera settings 
apply to any of these, but here we will be 
focusing (!) on shooting in the city, which has 
its own challenges and rewards. 

Why shoot at night?  

The night is very peaceful and serene, you are 
almost alone, with an intimate connection to 
the world, your equipment and your creativity. 
Night photos often have an otherworldly look 
because of the absence of people.  

 

Figure 1: Colorful Memorial Bridge. Portsmouth, NH, 

ISO 100, f/11, 1 minute. The quickly changing LED 
colors will require good timing and shorter exposures 
to not wash out into white. 

Night photos are also very colorful. The 
human eye is not optimized to see colors 
well in the dark.  

Cameras, on the other hand, see more colors 
and record them as they are, not as our 
brain interprets them, which can be quite 
different.  

Finally, darkness means taking long 
exposures, which enables us to capture the 
element of time. Clouds form dynamic 
bands. Cars, trucks and trains become bright 
streaks, stars leave trails in the sky and 
water smooths over. 
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What is "Night" and When to Shoot? 

Night is when others sit at home and eat 
dinner, watch TV or lounge on the couch. 
That's when we head out to take pictures.  

There is no official definition of night 
photography, so here is mine. Before we get 
into night time, we go through three twi-
lights. Civil twilight begins when the sun 
disappears below the horizon and lasts until 
it is about 6 degrees below. This is when you 
still have a bright blue sky, some orange on 
the side of sunset and little contrast to the 
city. People are starting to turn on the 
lights. Nautical twilight is when the sun is 
between 6 and 12 degrees below the hori-
zon. The sky is now darker and more purple 
and you start seeing stars. The time from 
halfway into civil to halfway into nautical 
twilight is often called “blue hour” because 
of its deeply blue skies (not because 
everything is blue, which is caused by the 
wrong white balance!). Astronomical twilight 
is the time when the sun is 12-18 degrees 
below the horizon and this darkening sky is 
followed by night, when brightness no longer 
changes. We perceive the natural sky as 
black, stars are the brightest and the 
contrast to artificial light is the strongest. 
Moonlight will make these dark skies blue 
again, just like the sun does during the day. 

I do not count civil twilight as “night”, 
because it is too bright. Photos taken 
between the civil twilights (in the evening 
and the following morning) are what I 
consider night photography. Whereas civil 
twilight images are beautiful and can be very 
easy to take due to the lack of contrast, it is 
usually not considered NPy, and you won’t 

see many stars. As a rule of thumb, think of 
NPy as being between one hour after sunset 
and one hour before sunrise.  

 

Figure 2: Twilights. The top panel shows civil twilight. 
The middle panel is taken during nautical twilight and 

the last panel is taken in astronomical twilight. 

Safety and Consideration 

Being out in the dark requires a bit more 
consciousness of your surroundings, for 

personal safety and to simply not trip and 
hurt yourself. Be aware of what’s around 
you, don’t wear your hoody, sun glasses and 
ear plugs for music. Watch your surround-
dings, your equipment and where you are 
going and consider that terrain may be rough 
and surfaces sharp.  

This is the city, so be considerate of people 
around you. In most cases, they want to stay 
out of your way or are plain curious and it’s 
easy to strike up a conversation about yes, 
you can take pictures at night and don’t 
worry, you won’t show up in my long 
exposure if you walk in front of my camera.  

Keep in mind that it is unusual to find people 
roaming dark streets and corners at night 
and your artistic activity may appear 
suspicious to some. If you find yourself 
confronted with security guards and officers, 
be friendly and explain what you do, which, 
in most cases, will satisfy their need to 
check on you. But know your rights, too: you 
can photograph anything on any public 
property with the exception of certain 
government and controlled buildings, and 
nobody can tell you what to do or to delete 
any photos. However, before you get into an 
argument or risk being harassed or arrested, 
just walk away. It is just a photo.  

Finally, please adopt my ethics code: Take 
only photos and leave only foot prints. Do 
not litter, destroy or damage anything, do 
not graffiti spray or remove anything. Get in 
there, take your photos and get out. 
Explaining this ethics code to officers helped 
me a few times to gain understanding and 
the permit to continue, even when I wasn't 
supposed to be there.  
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Equipment 

Camera 

Night and long exposure photography 
requires a camera with manual controls. 
That is the ability to manually select 
exposure time, aperture, ISO and white 
balance. All major brands provide these, 
Nikon and Canon are the most common, but 
there are many others, some of which have 
unique features. From watching a lot of 
people, I believe that Nikon DSLRs have an 
edge over others in high ISO performance, 
low noise, underexposed shadow recovery 

and especially handling the controls at night. 
However, image quality is very high on most 
brands and recent models these days. 

Having an interchangeable lens system 
allows you to change optics and adjust the 
composition to your vision on the fly, but 

fixed lens systems with manual controls work, 
too, of course. 

As for lens range, you will find yourself 
shooting mostly on the wide end of the 
spectrum inside the city. 14 to 70 mm (full 
frame) or 10-50 mm (APS-C sensor) will be 
sufficient in most cases. I do, however, 
sometimes use longer lenses to shoot across 
the water. Don't forget to bring your lens 
hoods, they will prevent flares from the many 
bright lights. Do not use any filters that are 
unnecessary (skylight, UV), they only create 
one more surface for potential reflections and 
flares (and do not protect your lens, as they 

shatter much easier 
and may scratch 
your expensive lens 
coating). 

Lights 

Not much of your 
own light will be 
needed within the 
city, it is usually 
bright enough to do 
everything without 
having to illuminate 
your camera. 
Carrying one 
flashlight might still 
be a good idea, if 
you find yourself in 
a really dark corner, 

need to search the abyss of your camera bag 
or to add a touch of light painting when 
needed.  

I usually advise against head lamps. Even 
though they are very practical, it is just 
matter of time before you blind somebody or 

show up in another photographer's shot. I use 
a very small LED pin light on my key chain 
for the few times I actually need it in the 
city. A larger, warm toned flashlight for light 
painting. 

(No) Action 

It's night, it's dark and despite the human 
attempt to turn the night into day, the lack 
of sunlight forces us to use much longer 
exposures than we would during the day. 
This is perhaps the biggest difference to 
daytime photography. Exposure times are no 
longer measured in fractions of a second, but 
rather in minutes. Battery life is no longer 
measured in shots but hours. Needless to 
say, you need a tripod to hold your camera 
still and avoid motion blur.  

The sturdier your tripod, the better. I advise 
against the cross-braced type, which you can 
find for very little money and which many of 
us purchased as their first tripod. The best 
type has three legs that can be individually 
adjusted in height and tilt. Also, choose a 
tripod that puts the camera at your eye 
height without having to extend the center 
column, which keeps the setup less prone to 
motion. A rule of thumb is your body height 
minus 10 inches should be the height of the 
tripod. Aluminum tripods are sturdier and 
cheaper than carbon fiber, which are much 
lighter and warmer on your hands in winter. 

A ball head to hold the camera is most versa-
tile and I recommend to get one with an 
Arca-Swiss type mount, which is most uni-
versal and allows for quick change between 
tripods and cameras. With that type, you are 
also more likely to find somebody with a 

https://jmlobert.blogspot.com/2021/02/how-to-select-good-sturdy-tripod.html
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backup should you ever forget the plate or - 
gasp - your tripod at home. 

Now Don't Touch. 

Now that you have a tripod, there are still 
things that move. Most camera owners leave 
their neck strap connected to the camera 
and the addition of a wired remote will give 
you two things that dangle in the wind and 
potentially move the camera just enough to 
blur the image. Remove or tie down anything 
that might move. I use Velcro strips for my 
intervalometer and I replaced the neck strap 
with a hand strap that doesn’t dangle. It 
keeps the setup still even in higher winds.  

The use of an intervalometer or remote 
trigger is not absolutely necessary for urban 
night photography, as most exposures can be 
kept to within 30 seconds, the longest 
exposure time setting available on most 
cameras. However, I find the use of an 
intervalometer useful, because I like to push 
exposure times to one minute, maybe two, 
to smooth over waters, capture more car, 
bus and train trails. And it is a necessary 
item for shooting star trails (some cameras 
have intervalometer functionality built-in, 
but I find it cumbersome to use).  

Finally, a remote control or intervalometer 
lets you trigger the camera without touching 
it, which potentially introduces some motion 
by physically pressing down the shutter 
button. Search Amazon.com for “interval-
lometer” and your camera brand and model 
and you will find many options starting 
around $15. They are functionally identical 
to the original brand types, but usually a 
fraction of the cost. Search my blog for 

intervalometer to find suggestions on what to 
select and avoid. 
 

 

Figure 3: Enable your RGB histogram (not just the 
luminance histogram) as well as the highlight clipping 
("blinkies"). Also turn the LCD brightness down by 2 stops 

to get a more realistic view of your photo. 

Other Equipment 

I usually wear hiking boots, even in mid-
summer, clothing that can get dirty and is 
practical and dark (so you won’t register if you 
move in front of your camera). Use layers in 
the colder months, and gloves, head gear and 
items to cover the “cold bridges” (ankles, 
wrists, neck) in the winter. You can do NPy 
throughout most of the year, with the 
exception of rainy or snowy days. 

Don’t forget spare batteries, they last usually 
between 2 and 4 hours, long exposures drain 
them faster. Finally, bring snacks and fluids, 
the last time you ate was probably six hours 
ago! Water and power bars to munch on while 
you wait for your long exposure. And some hot 
tea and cookies are a fine way to end the 
photo shoot when you’re back at your car. 

Camera Settings & Correct Exposure 

Nigh photography requires thoughtful 
selection of your camera settings which, 
especially in urban NPy, are always a trade-
off between the desire to have shadow detail 
and the fact of bright lights easily 
overexposing.  

One of the most important settings on your 
camera is to shoot in RAW image format. 
This is the only format that will achieve your 
camera's best performance, including 
maximum dynamic range, will allow you to 
recover more highlight and shadow detail 
and make the most adjustments. JPG files 
are small and finished products for quick 
visual results, but that file type discards 80% 
of the information captured by the camera, 
which severely limits post-processing and 
getting the most out of your photo. 

ETTR: Exposing to the Right. Sort of. 

You may have heard of “exposing to the 
right”, that is pushing the exposure so that 
the histogram extends all the way to the 
right highlight edge and is not bunched up at 
the left shadow edge (Figure 3). I will leave 
it to your web browsing skills to find out 
details that would be too long to explain 
here. Tip: my blog contains quite a bit of 
information about this.  

The skill in urban night photography is to 
balance the highlights from bright lights with 
the deep shadows created by the night.  

My approach to NPy exposures is the 
following. You have essentially three 
parameters to be adjusted: ISO, aperture 
and exposure time. For film photography, 

https://www.patreon.com/posts/61420502/
https://www.patreon.com/posts/61420502/
https://jmlobert.blogspot.com/
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you will lose the luxury of choosing the ISO, 
but the same concept applies.  

ISO 

Try to shoot at the lowest ISO that your 
camera has, I often use ISO 50 (one stop 
below my camera’s native ISO setting of 100) 
just to be able to extend the exposure time. 
Your camera was made for that native ISO 
setting, this is when it produces the highest 
dynamic range (how many levels of light it 
can distinguish), the highest color resolution 
and fidelity (the number of colors it can 
distinguish and  reproduce correctly) and the 
lowest amount of noise. Any deviation from 
that ISO setting upwards will degrade your 
image. A photo taken at ISO 50 on the Nikon 
D750 or Z6 has 14.5 stops of dynamic range, 
translating into around 23000 levels of light 
the camera can distinguish. At ISO 6400, the 
dynamic range is only 9 stops or 500 levels ! 
This is a dramatic difference and the reason 
why you can distinguish bright white from 
very bright white, dark gray from very dark 
gray at ISO 50, but all will wash out into clip-
ped white and blotchy shadows at ISO 6400. 
Highlight and shadow control are much supe-
rior at low ISO compared to high ISO. And ISO 
50/100 will not require any noise reduction 
in processing. Outside the city, you might 
find yourself needing to shoot at somewhat 
higher ISO, but I rarely exceed 400. 

Aperture 

Now that we settled on low ISO, we choose 
the aperture as a creative means, mostly for 
the desired depth of field. You want 
everything sharp from foreground to 
background and you want those spot lights to 
have a nice star burst? Choose f/11 or f/16. 

If you want to blur 
the background and 
focus the eye on a 
shallow object, 
choose a low 
aperture around f/4.  

Several reasons may 
drive you to deviate 
from that paradigm. I 
often shoot at f/22 
to extend my 
exposure time, even 
though I know that 
my lens isn’t at its 
sharpest performance 
at that aperture. On 
the other hand, if I 
shoot urban 
startrails, I try to 
stay at f/5.6 to 
capture more stars, but exposure time will 
become very short. 

Exposure time 

With ISO and aperture chosen, we need to 
figure out exposure time and that is perhaps  
the most difficult to master, especially in 
urban NPy. This is where we need to find the 
sweet spot between shadow detail and 
highlight clipping and it may take quite a bit of 
practice for you to master this.  

Keep in mind that exposure time will rapidly 
change during civil twilight, as much as one 
full stop in about 10 minutes. Once you are 
deeply into nautical twilight, the city lights 
will dominate and the natural light level will 
no longer change the exposure time by much. 

 

 
Figure 4: The trade-off between sacrificial and desired 
highlights. The centers of street lamps (sacrificial) and 
some of the building marquees blow out, but the 

golden reflections on the water and the blue lights are 
desired and what makes the image, these need to be 
exposed for. 

Highlights & Clipping 

Clipped highlights are spots in the image 
without any resolution, they are perfectly 
white spots, which you cannot recover. They 
are indicated on most modern DLSR cameras 
as “blinkies” on the LCD in photo review. 
You can also see these in your histogram as 
the line crawling up the right-hand 
(highlight) axis. Enable both options, they 
are very useful. Unfortunately, black clip-
ping (perfectly black spots without any grey 
resolution) are not indicated, but you will 
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see those as the histogram curve crawling up 
the left-hand (shadow) axis. 

In urban settings, you will not be able to 
avoid some highlight clipping, especially the 
centers of street lights. If you were to avoid 
street light clipping, all else would be black, 
very similar to capturing the moon with its 
detail. Plus, you want to push the exposure 
as far as you can (ETTR!) for the best shadow 
detail. A couple of pointers here. For the 
high end: avoid excessive blooming of 
highlights. For the low end: many modern 
cameras can nicely recover shadow detail in 
underexposed images. If you are in doubt, 
start out by underexposing the image by a 
stop or two, then ease your way into pushing 
exposure further. 

Sacrificial & Desired Highlights 

The centers of street lights are what I call 
“sacrificial highlights”, we sacrifice the 
detail on those, because they don’t add 
much to the photo and it is a necessity to 
clip these in order to get enough shadow 
detail. Colored highlights, on the other hand, 
for example, the reflections of the city on 
water, are what I call “desired highlights” 
(Figure 4). You do not want to clip those, 
because they may be a major part of the 
composition, the part that tells the story or 
makes the image. Try to expose for and not 
clip the centers of these lights.  

Keep in mind that what you see on the back 
of your LCD is not a RAW, but rather a JPG 
image. As such, it will show more clipping 
than the RAW file, and RAW images allow 
you to recover more highlight and shadow 
detail in post processing. In other words: you 
can allow a bit more clipping on the LCD 

than you might find comfortable, as you will 
be able to recover it in Lightroom or 
Photoshop.  

Where can we Shoot? 
Now that we got most of the settings 
straightened out, it’s time to go out and 
shoot. But where? 

In Every Nook & Cranny 

Really any corner of urban areas will give you 
rewarding views and opportunities to capture 
something unique or something popular. Walk 
down the main roads (for example, Boston’s 
Rose Kennedy Greenway, Brooklyn’s water-
front park), or skip into a narrow side road and 
find cobble stones and old architecture.  

 

Go below bridges, along the waterfront and 
inside parks. There are very few limitations 
what you can shoot on public property (such as 
government buildings!) and you will find 
yourself rediscovering the city in a completely 
new light (pun intended). Mundane streets 
that you have walked many times before, 
suddenly appear more interesting, because you 
never noticed that interplay of lights and 
shadows.  

Suburbia 

You don’t necessarily have to go to fancy 
places to do urban night photography. Your 
own neighborhood might just do the trick, at 
least to get started or test out certain 
approaches.  

 

Then go explore a little further away, maybe 
there’s a river nearby, you certainly have 
Main street, shopping malls and other 
challenges. Night photography is very 
transformative, it makes mundane places 
look exciting, especially in the fog. 

 

Where Nobody Else Usually Looks 

I like doing urban exploration, shooting at 
abandoned sites and buildings, structures in 
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decay. Lots of textures and intriguing 
compositions to be found here, but be 
careful where you step and watch out for 
those “no trespassing” signs.  

 

Architecture and Looking Up! 

Think 3-dimensionally. Many rewarding sights 
can be found by roaming around the inner 
cities and simply looking up. Find a unique 
angle that includes some low foreground and 
shoot up to include the tops of buildings, 
perhaps a bridge or put the moon into your 
composition. Cranes, towers and shiny sky 
scrapers are always great objects.  

 

Make Garbage Look Good! 

Finally, I always claim that night photos are so 
beautiful that you can make garbage look 
good. To illustrate my point, I captured an 
ugly, smelly and rather unpleasant corner full 
of graffiti and turned it into one of my favorite 
images from my early days.  

 

Light Sources & White Balance 

Color Space & Color Temperature 

One reason that makes night photos so 
beautiful are the colors of lights, which you 
usually don’t have during the day. This is what 
lights up the darkness and creates colorful 
night views. However, the lights are very 
strong and paint the surrounding in their color, 
which alters the look and feel of the image.  

The most common types of street lights are 
sodium vapor (bright yellow), mercury vapor 
(either blue or blueish green), neon (green), 
LED (fairly neutral white, but with a slight, 
ugly green cast). And, of course, there is a 
myriad of colors to be found in modern LED 
installations, more of which are used to illu-

minate buildings and bridges and often 
continuously change color (Figure 1).  

Modern DSLRs operate with a specific color 
space, usually sRGB or AdobeRGB. If you 
have a choice, choose Adobe RBG, because it 
is a larger color space allowing to distinguish 
more colors along its edges. Set your 
software program also to use either 
AdobeRGB (even if your images are shot in 
sRGB) or ProPhoto space.  

Why Correct White Balance Matters 

The fourth parameter that you will find 
yourself often adjusting during NPy – after 
ISO, aperture and exposure time – is white 
balance. This is used to “balance”, i.e. 
counter a predominant color cast, which may 
be created by one of the above street lights. 
The most commonly used sodium vapor lights 
produce a strong yellow color cast and night 
photos rarely look good with that yellow 
appearance. You counter that warm color by 
setting your camera to a lower (cooler) color 
temperature of 2700 K.  

For comparison, daytime white balance is 
5500K, higher means warmer, lower means 
cooler. Natural light will change color 
temperature from the average daylight value 
as you progress into the night. Just after 
sunset, during the civil twilight, color 
temperature often goes up, as high as 
10000 K. Once the nautical twilight sets in, 
you will find white balance dropping down to 
3450 K, but city lights will then dictate what 
WB to choose, as the local lighting becomes 
dominant. 3000K is a good start. 
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Figure 9: An example where a photo with a white 
balance that was too warm (yellow concrete) showed 
correct exposure, but post-processing adjustment 

demonstrates that the blue is blown out (which was 
already visible in the original).  

One common and very misleading concept is 
that white balance can always be corrected 
in post processing, as long as you shoot RAW 
file format. It is correct that Raw allows for 
more adjustment than JPG, but if your 
exposure is way out of balance, for example 
if it is completely yellow (too warm, most 
common) or totally blue (too cold), you may 
start clipping individual colors without 
noticing in the RGB histogram.  

Take a picture of a bright blue object, for 
example (Figure 9), and set your WB to auto 
or Daylight setting. Select your exposure and 
expose to the right, so that the RGB 
histogram shows just no clipping in the blue. 
Now, if you adjust this image in post 
processing to a cooler WB, you will notice 
that the blue suddenly clips. You lost 
information, even though the histogram 
showed you it is correctly exposed.  

Try to get at least close to the correct white 
balance in your composition. Ask yourself: 

does what I see on the LCD screen look like 
what my eyes see? If it is too yellow/brown, 
cool down the WB, if it is all blue, warm it up. 
Minor adjustments are easily made in post 
processing, but this way, you avoid losing 
information and clipping colors.  

When B&W Might be a Good Choice 

In some case, you may find that the color 
landscape of your composition is just over the 
top. There may be a garishly green neon light 
on one side, a warm and yellow sodium vapor 
light on the other and short of advanced 
editing in post processing, there is just no way 
to balance the two. Try to see how the image 
looks in black and white, you may be surprised 
how much impact the photo suddenly gets if 
you remove the distracting color information. 
Adjust individual colors for the most impact, 
both Lightroom and Camera Raw have that 
adjustment capability. 

 

The Element of Time 
Daytime photos are typically very short 
exposures, fractions of a second. Usually, this 
captures a brief moment in time, freezes mo-

tion and gives you what was aptly named a 
“still”. Many of you have probably pushed 
that limit and tried to blur a waterfall by 
exposing for a quarter or half a second and 
found the result quite intriguing. 

In contrast, night photography is all about 
long exposures. Instead of freezing motion, 
you now capture it and you record time or 
the effects of it. The results can be extre-
mely interesting. As mentioned, this is one 
of the most captivating and rewarding parts 
of night photography. Capturing time is not 
usually done during the daytime, although 
there is a growing community of daytime 
long exposure (DLE) photographers who use 
neutral density filters for exposure times up 
to several minutes even during bright 
sunlight. A topic for its own presentation, it 
captures much of the serenity that we find 
during the night, but rarely any of the color.  

So, how do we capture time? 

Motion: Water 

Long exposures smooth out water movement 
and the average of the motion will make a 
river or lake appear like a mirror. Even 
heavier motion along the coast is smoothed 
out and will appear like a misty blur.  
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Motion: Cars & Traffic 

The motion of dark shades will usually not 
show in a long exposure, but any bright light 
that moves through your exposure will be 
recorded by your camera’s sensor. This is 
why people walking through your shot don’t 
show up, as long as they keep moving, but 
somebody’s cell phone or lit cigarette will 
show. You can use this to your advantage to 
(a) make people disappear and give an image 
of an obviously busy city park an other-
worldly feeling to it, but more importantly, 
(b) you can capture the lights of cars, buses, 
trucks, trams and trains to add nice leading 
or waning lines to the composition.  

 

Figure 11: An example for car trails, cloud motion and 
looking up. Downtown Boston at ISO 50, f/11 and 30 s. 

Motion: Clouds 

Completely overcast skies will not show much 
structure to it when exposed for extended 
times, but individual clouds moving on a blue 
or black sky background will create dynamic 
bands in the sky. If properly composed, they 
may look like they are coming out of the city 
or a building right at you (Figure 15), or they 
may streak across the cityscape for a very 
dynamic view.  

 

Startrails? In the city? 

Sadly, most people don't often look up while 
roaming the streets and are not aware that 
yes, you can actually see stars at night. We 
are so used to the bright city lights that we 
forget that nature has some spectacular dome 
lights right above us.  

Taking star point and trail images is an entirely 
different topic for its own presentation, but 
briefly, you can achieve trails by stacking a 

number of short exposures in software to 
create star trails on top of the otherwise 
static city. Bright city lights will prevent you 
from doing very long exposures of, say 20 to 
30 minutes, but you can achieve 10 second 
exposures at f/5.6 and ISO 100 (a sweet spot 

setting for urban star trails, but f/8 and 20s 
would work as well). Let the camera click 
away for half an hour, programmed by your 
intervalometer (and don’t forget to disable 
the long exposure noise reduction, LENR).  

Software tools like StarStax or Photoshop let 
you quickly create the output. Some 
processing is required and may need local 
editing of the sky only (increase highlights 
and clarity, sharpness and contrast).  

Vantage Points: Go Low, Get 
High (completely legal) 
Putting your camera on the ground or on the 
lowest tripod setting a foot off the ground 
can produce some very intriguing leading 
lines and view points. Boston’s Zakim bridge 
is a very popular object to shoot at night, 
but I’ve seen so many images of it that I am 
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not overly excited about most of them. I 
went out to take an image of the bridge with 
two boulders in the foreground, making the 
Zakim bridge the focal point in the 
background, but not the main subject. The 
boulders are nice foreground anchors and 
leading line (Figure 13). 

 

Figure 13: A view on the Zakim about one foot off the 

ground and exposing at ISO 50, f/16 and 2 minutes. 

Getting up high on the other hand, will give 
you a perspective most people don’t or 
won’t have. Use bridges, hills, access to 
office towers or hotel windows to create 
unique views of the city. Especially at night, 
you will find photos taken from up high to be 
very popular on your Facebook feed. 

  

Composition 
As far as composition goes, there aren't many 
differences to daytime photography. The rule 
of thirds, triangle, golden ratio or spiral still 
apply, so does not splitting your image down 
the middle, avoiding branches to stick into the 
frame, trying to create leading lines and a 
feeling of depth as well as letting your image 
tell a story.  

One important compositional element appears 
at night and that is the presence of bright 
lights. If they cannot be kept in check, try to 
emphasize them by putting them dead-smack 
on one of the intersecting nodes. What you 
should avoid, however, is to have bright lights 
near the edges. This is a common mistake of 
beginners in NPy. Just like you apply a dark 
vignette to guide the eye inside the frame, a 
bright spot at the edge draws the human eye 
out of the frame.  

To avoid this, try to compose or crop such that 
the image edge is between bright lights, 
perhaps on a dark building or a dark shadow on 
the water. 

Adding Light 
Cities at night have a plentitude of light 
sources and it is not required to add light 
painting in most cases. There are so many 
aspects and details, that added light may 
easily overwhelm the viewer or distract from 
what's already there. Sometimes, however, 
shadows might be too deep or a foreground 
might look too boring. In these cases, it might 
be worthwhile to add some light painting or 
light drawing. For that reason, I always have a 
couple of flashlights with me, one warmer 

tone, bright light to light up the shadows and 
one fairly weak, multi-color LED light to add 
some light drawing (where you are in front of 
the camera and paint with the light pointing 
at the camera). Sometimes, only a portion 
needs some light, such as the pillars in the 
foreground here: 

 

Editing the Output 
Whereas modern cameras can crank images 
out in (near-) final form (especially in JPG 
format) and many daytime photographers 
pride themselves in “straight out of camera” 
(SooC) compositions, night images shot in 
RAW file format usually lack contrast and 
appear rather flat out of camera. I advise 
that compositions should be done in camera 
as well as we can, without excessively 
cropping, rotating, cloning and adjusting 
afterwards, but I find that it takes a fair 
amount of post processing for night images 
to appear their best in most cases. See an 
example in Figure 15.  
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Figure 15: An example for the editing in post 
processing. The image was taken at the lowest white 
balance that my camera allowed (2500 K), yet was still 

too yellow. I also exposed for the white facade on the 
right, which made the image look more like a daytime 
shot, but this way you capture the maximum dynamic 
range and retain the most information. In post 

processing, I corrected for keystoning, cropped in a 
bit, reduced the exposure to make it look like night, 
cooled down the white balance to give me neutral 
clouds and added a generous amount of clarity and 

contrast, which resulted in the bottom output.  

If I had to choose only one adjustment in 
software, the clarity in Lightroom or 
CameraRaw would be that preferred 
adjustment, it is a mid-tone contrast that 
truly makes images pop.  

Urban night photos will usually require 
reducing some highlights, boosting shadows 
and minor white balance adjustments (try to 
make concrete, clouds or metal look gray). In 
some cases, for example cloudy night shots 
during the winter, images may need local 
adjustments to turn brown clouds into a 
neutral gray without making the rest of the 
city appear blue.  

The three most common mistakes beginners 
make for photo appearance are (1) incorrect 
or auto-white balance, (2) under or over-
exposure and (3) composition (branches 
sticking in, crooked horizon, bright lights at 
the edge etc.). Number 3 is the easiest to 
avoid with a little more attention. Number 1 is 
easy in concept, but, unfortunately, lower end 
DSLRs do not make it easy to select a custom 
white balance. Number 2 is the most challen-
ging and requires the most practice to get 
right. Hopefully, this brief guide here will help 
you on that end. 

Finding Your Style 
I believe "my style" is evolving over time. I 
don't think anybody will say "Oh, that's a 
Lobert" anytime soon, but I have found a few 
topics and themes that I like, that I find myself 
shooting recurringly. If you sort your favorites 
thematically, soon they will make for a nice 
body of work and will guide you into finding 
your style in night photography.  

People in my Meetup group are starting to 
make fun of me and tell me that I might have 
an addiction, but I just love shooting bucket 
lifts, raised platforms, hydraulic lifts or 
whatever you call these. They are highly 

practical but sort of archaic, a modern 
dinosaur skeleton or Martian invader.  

 

Figure 16: Polishing the Stars. A bucket lift on Boylston 
Street in Boston, a composite of 44 photos taken at ISO 

50, f5.6 and 30 s for a 22 minute star trail.   

Mostly stored in their up position overnight 
and found all over the city makes them a 
prime target to be shot down (at f/5.6, of 
course), just way cool. And I assure you, I 
can quit anytime! Ahem. No, really.   

After the Sun Rises 
If you decide to try and learn night 
photography, make sure to go beyond this 
material and consult as many resources as 
you can find on the web, but be aware that 
not all websites provide sound advise (even 
some of "professional" photographers). As 
always, your skills will grow through 
practicing and experimenting but the most 
effective way for improvement I found is 
constructive critique, which you can get in 
dedicated workshops or photo groups or 
camera club competitions. Seek out people 
who do not just try to flatter you, but rather 
point out what could be done better and 
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why. And, of course, explore the many 
dedicated night photo groups on Flickr, 
500px, Facebook, Instagram and others.  

And, of course, you can get lots of advice 
dedicated to night and long exposure 
photography through my blog and Patreon 
channel. I’d love to welcome you there. 

Carpe Noctem! 

All text and images © Jürgen M Lobert 
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