
Taking photographs during low light conditions 

(on dull days or indoors), or at night, can be very 

challenging.  

The approach you take depends greatly on the 

subject matter (and the effect) you are wishing to 

capture. 

Obviously to take good photographs one needs to 

have reasonable amounts of light to capture a 

scene. Using a lens with a wide aperture will help 

you focus more accurately and give you a greater 

range of exposure times. 

When light levels are low we can boost the 

lighting by using electronic flash or other light 

sources to help. But taking this approach will definitely affect the way the scene is recorded, and in some 

situations you may not be allowed to use additional lighting or your cameras flash. The image above was 

taken using a high ISO setting as flash would be very inappropriate. 

If you want to capture a more natural rendition of the subject you can take a number of approaches. The 

basic camera settings you need to consider are listed below. 

Stationary subject Moving Subject 

White Balance – Fixed or manual White Balance – Fixed or manual 

Manual Focus Tracking Autofocus or Manual Focus 

ISO 100 - 200 ISO 400 - 12800 

Tripod Monopod 

Shutter Speed - Minutes to 1/30 Shutter Speed - 1/30 to 1/1000s 

Aperture – f/1.2 to f/64 Aperture – f/1.2 to f/16 

Noise reduction – OFF or On Noise reduction - OFF or On 

Image stabilisation - OFF Image stabilisation – ON (if available) 

  

With a subject that is stationary you have all the time in the world, to set your camera up and obtain a good 

result, it may take some experimentation. Using a low ‘ISO’ setting means you will have to choose a longer 

exposure time, however this longer exposure time has a disadvantage. The image sensor and circuitry will 

warm up; which generates noise in the captured image. Another consequence of the long exposure time is 

that most cameras will take longer to process the captured image after the exposure has finished, so be 

patient to see the result. 

Using a faster ‘ISO’ setting to obtain a shorter exposure time 

may help, but higher ‘ISO’ setting means that the signal 

from the light falling on the sensor is amplified.  

Unfortunately, as the signal is amplified the background 

electrical noise that is present in any electrical system is also 

amplified, therefore degrading the image quality. The other 

factor that governs the quality of the image is the size of the 

image sensor itself. A digital camera with 12 million pixels 

crammed into a 1/1.8 in. image sensor (compact cameras) 

has more noise (especially at high ISOs) than a 12MP digital 

camera using the much larger sensors such as an (APS-C, 

APS-H or Full Frame (24mm x 36mm) image sensor.  

Just as in the days of film the bigger the capture device (sensor/film) the better the picture quality and 

information captured. A larger digital sensor has the ability, due to its size and the way it is constructed, to 

capture more light, and because of this is able to generate a larger signal to noise ratio. 



To help compensate for noise generated due to long 

exposure times or high ‘ISO’ setting, many cameras 

have a built ‘Noise-Reduction’ fuction.  

Many’ DSLRs’ have this feature switched off by default 

due to their larger sensor size. When taking pictures at 

high ‘ISO’, or using long exposure times it may be a 

good idea to see if using this option helps in your 

particular case. However, if it is activated the 

processing time of your images may be extended. With 

long exposure, the processing time can be the same as 

the exposure so a 30 second exposure would take 30 

seconds to process. With noise reduction switched on 

this could be extended to 1 minute processing time. In 

which time you cannot use your camera. When 

shooting ‘RAW’ images, noise reduction can be carried 

out with software at a later time. 

The downside of using noise reduction technology in 

cameras is that you may lose some of the fine detail in 

your image. So it is a matter of experimenting with the 

camera settings to get the best possible image that you 

are happy with. 

Creativity is the key to low light photography; you will 

be surprised at how much detail can be captured even 

in dark conditions. You simply have to learn how to 

utilise whatever light is available to get the shot you want.  

To obtain the best possible image from your camera means that you have to know what it is capable of and 

what settings are best used for a given situation. The advantage of digital cameras is that you can experiment 

at very little cost; all it needs is a bit of time and effort to find out what your camera is capable of. 
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