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Available Light Tutorial 

By Gerry Gerling 

 

Available light photography is a term usually given to a low light situation where you do 
not apply any additional light.  This could be indoors at any time or outdoors in the 
evening or at night. 

I will break down available light photography into two categories. 

A. Handheld street photography, which may include candid shots of people or a scene 
which just comes into view as you are walking by, 

 and,  

B., Tripod mounted photography, where it is obvious to everyone that you are taking 
pictures. 

But first we will talk a bit about low light technique. 



2 
 

 

FOCUS - 

Keep in mind that your camera’s autofocus system works on contrast so it would be a 
good idea to use single spot centre focus.  You can select a part of your scene which has 
good contrast, press the shutter half way to focus on that then recompose and shoot.  If 
you use back button focus it is even easier. 

If the conditions allow your autofocus to work, always use it.  Your camera can focus 
better and quicker than you will be able to do in manual focus. 

Keeping the camera pre-focused on the distance that you expect the subject to be, will 
speed up the process and may be the one thing that determines if you get the picture in 
focus or not.  Even if the subject is not exactly at the set distance it will be near to it and 
the autofocus will react faster if it does not have to move much. 

In your camera menu you may be able to choose whether the shutter will release 
without the camera being in focus.  Choose that setting. 
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For Nikon cameras set it to 'release', not 'focus'.  Other cameras may use different 
words. 

METERING - 

Matrix metering will give an overall average light meter reading and I have found that it 
works well for available light work. 

Low light situations always call for either longer shutter speeds, larger apertures or 
higher ISO settings (or any combination of the above) and if you are familiar with the 
Exposure Triangle you will know that it is a trade-off. 

I have found that Auto white balance works well for available light photography. 

SHUTTER SPEEDS -  

The dangers of slow shutter speeds are subject movement and camera movement.  

Subject movement 
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You will have to judge each situation individually to avoid or reduce subject movement.  
For example, a person walking will show less movement when the forward foot is 
planted on the ground and the oscillating motion of the rear foot has momentarily 
stopped at the end of the swing.  (I will show an example at the end.) 

Of course, a little subject blur is sometimes wanted to show that there is motion and 
again, each situation is different and you will have to become familiar with what will 
give the most pleasing effect for the subject at hand.  

Camera movement 

There are very few situations where camera movement will give a better picture.  
Camera movement should be avoided. 

There are techniques that will allow you to use longer handheld shutter speeds and you 
should become familiar with them.  With practice you should be able to handhold 
shutter speeds as slow as 1/15th sec. and if you are really good, even slower. 

x Always use the viewfinder and hold the camera firmly against your forehead; 
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x Keep your feet firmly planted about shoulder width apart; 

 
x Keep your elbows firmly against your body.  If your left hand is under the lens your 

elbow will automatically rest on or just above your left hip. 
x Hold your left hand under the lens to support the weight with the palm up and 

zoom (or focus) with your thumb and middle finger, never put your palm forward 
and your left thumb under the lens as your left arm will not be doing much to 
steady the camera. 
 
With both elbows firmly against your body and the camera firmly against your 
forehead you have the best chance to avoid movement. 
 

x For slower shutter speeds, trip the shutter like you were shooting at a target with a 
rifle, hold your breath and slowly squeeeeze the shutter, then exhale; 
 



6 
 

x If at all possible, lean against something solid like a building or a lamp post.  This will 
give you a much better chance of avoiding camera movement. 
In fact, with good technique and being able to lean against something solid you can 
successfully take pictures with very slow shutter speeds; 
 

x When taking pictures through a window, steady the lens hood against the window.  
If you have a rubber lens hood you should use it for window shots. 

It is good practice to use the above techniques for all handheld photography. 

 

 APERTURE 

Available light photography calls for fast lenses and fast lenses are usually expensive.  
However there are some things that you can do at relatively low cost. 

First, use the fastest lens that you own. 
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Keep in mind that zoom lenses are almost always fastest at the smallest focal length, so 
an 18-55 mm f/3.5-5.6 lens will only have a lens speed of f/3.5  at 18 mm or slightly 
above that. 

When zoomed out near 55 mm it has a speed of f/5.6.  So if you will be using that lens 
for available light photography keep it at 18 mm if you need a larger lens opening. 

In some places where there is more light you may be able to use your zoom at the 
reduced lens opening. 

Also, if the lens has vibration reduction it can be the equivalent of a faster lens. (For 
camera shake, not for subject movement)  

Turn vibration reduction off when the camera is on a tripod. 

Most brand name cameras offer a fast, relatively low cost 35mm focal length or a'nifty 
fifty' which may be available with an aperture speed of f/ 1.4, f/1.8, f/2.0 or f/2.8.  These 
are prime lenses at a fixed focal length.  Prime lenses are usually optically better than 
zoom lenses so it would not be a bad idea to own one. 
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A 35mm focal length lens on a crop sensor camera will give the same field of view (FOV) 
as a 50mm lens on a full frame camera while a 50 mm focal length lens on a crop sensor 
camera with a crop factor of 1.5 will give an effective full frame FOV of (50X1.5=) 75 
mm.  (Which is an ideal focal length for portraiture.) 

So it is not a bad lens to own.  I believe that the best compromise of speed vs. cost is the 
f/1.8 version. 

Keep in mind that even if the lens has vibration reduction you still have to practice your 
good camera stability technique. 

Shooting with a fixed focal length will take a little getting used to.  You will have to 
'zoom with your feet' by moving closer or further away from the subject to get the field 
of view that you want. 

And while we are speaking of lenses you can’t be ready to take a quick picture with your 
lens cap on.  Your UV filter and lens hood give more than enough protection for your 
lens so leave it off.  Put it in your pocket and do not let it dangle from the camera. 

ISO - 
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For low light situations you must know how your camera reacts at higher ISO values.  
Every camera is different. 

As a rule, larger sensors are better in low light situations.  Carry out a test and 
determine the maximum ISO setting that will give you an acceptable amount of noise.  
You may be surprised at how high you can set your ISO.  Use this setting when you need 
it. 

People expect low light pictures to look a little grainy and some pictures look better with 
that effect so a little noise from a high ISO setting is usually quite acceptable. 

HAVE A PLAN, -BE READY - 

How many times have you seen the ‘perfect picture’ and by the time you got your 
camera ready it was gone?  We all have, and probably more times than we want to 
admit. 
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Almost all prizewinning available light street photographs are taken instinctively within a 
second or so after they were noticed, as the ‘perfect shot’ will have changed or been 
gone an instant later. 

So what can help you to become that prizewinning photographer and how do you 
decide what settings to use for your handheld available light photo shoot and what 
techniques will allow you to be ready for that once in a lifetime shot that will not wait 
for you to adjust your camera? 

You have to have a plan 
Firstly, keep your camera turned ON, don’t shut it off after every shot to save your 
battery.  Most cameras go to 'sleep' after a predetermined time and use minimal 
battery power.  You can carry out a test to see how long it takes to drain your battery 
just by leaving it ON.  You will be surprised how long the battery will last so leave it ON. 

If you are still apprehensive about running down your battery, carry a spare. 
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Set your camera to Aperture Priority and set the aperture at its maximum lens opening.  
You paid dearly for that fast lens opening so use it. 

Now the camera’s light meter will make its necessary exposure adjustment by changing 
the shutter speed. 

Set you camera to manual ISO (not auto ISO) so that you can be in control of it. 

In the existing light conditions with the camera set for aperture priority and the 
maximum aperture selected, look at a scene and at the bottom of the viewfinder look 
for the shutter speed.  If it is too low or too high, change the ISO until you have an 
acceptable shutter speed. 

However, if you are overwhelmed with all of this just leave it in Auto and hope for the 
best. 

 

Now let’s see where we stand –  
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1.  You don’t have to worry about exposure because the camera’s light meter is set for 
matrix metering and will give you good exposure by setting the shutter speed;  

2.  You don’t have to worry about aperture because you already have it set at the widest 
lens opening; 

3.  You don't have to worry about white balance because you have already selected 
Auto. 

4.  You don’t have to worry about focus because you have prefocused where you expect 
the subject to be (and the camera should still autofocus if you use the proper technique 
described on page 2); 

5.  You don’t have to worry about ISO because you already have it set for the prevailing 
light conditions; 

6.  If you are using a prime lens you don’t have to worry about zoom because you know 
that what you see is what you get and you can move around to suit; 

7.  You don’t have to fiddle with your lens cap because it is already off.   
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8.  You don’t have to worry too much about camera movement if you instinctively use 
the technique that I previously described;    

9.  You don’t have to worry about turning you camera ON because you already have it 
ON. 

WOW, that’s nine things that you don’t have to worry about.  How much more ready 
can you be?     What a plan! 

You can now concentrate on being vigilant to anticipate where the next shot will take 
place.  Yes, I said anticipate.  If you see a good picture there is still a chance that you 
may not be able to take it in time if you are taken by surprise. 

If you anticipate where a good shot may take place, and it does, you will be ready and 
you will almost always get the shot, that is, if you have paid attention to the eight steps 
of your plan. 
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So what do you have to worry about?  Shutter speed could still be a problem if the light 
is very low or your lens is not very fast.  You have no idea what it will really be until you 
take your first picture under the prevailing light conditions.   

(Of course, you could press the shutter down halfway and look at the information line at 
the bottom of the viewfinder and it will tell you what shutter speed the camera has 
chosen.)  But go ahead, take your first shot so that you can see the effect on your LCD. 

a.)  If there was more light than you expected and the shutter speed was quite 
high, say 1/125 sec. you could lower your ISO to give less noise and better 
resolution.  (Don’t forget that later in the evening as it gets darker you may have to 
increase it again.) 
OR, you could take advantage of the  zoom on your lens and allow it to use a 
smaller aperture. 
One stop down will halve your shutter speed so you will still be shooting at a very 
acceptable 1/60 sec. 
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b.) If there was less light than you expected and you already have the ISO set at 
the acceptable maximum and the shutter speed was so slow that you experienced 
camera shake, keep on taking pictures and concentrate on your technique to 
reduce camera movement. 
In situations like this, take lots of pictures and there will be a chance that there is a 
good one in there.  Digital film is cheap and,..... nothing ventured, nothing gained. 
 

A. HANDHELD AVAILABLE LIGHT PHOTOGRAPHY - 

Now how do you go about taking unobtrusive pictures walking down the street in the 
city? 

Don’t make it obvious that you are taking pictures. 

If you will be staying in one spot where you anticipate some action may take place, stay 
in the shadows, hide your camera and avoid being out in the open under lights. 
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If you are walking, walk slowly so that you can be observant without bumping into 
people and stop only long enough to take the shot then keep on walking. 

Don’t make eye contact with anyone, act confident, don’t be sheepish, act like you’re 
supposed to be there, pretend you own the place. 

If your camera is dangling on a strap around your neck and in plain view, it will be 
noticed. 

I recommend a shoulder strap where the camera is by your side and slightly behind you 
and if your hand is on the grip, it will not be obvious.  And, your hand should always be 
on the grip so you will be ready to quickly raise your camera and take that shot that 
pops up and would be gone an instant later. 

 

Do be decisive.  All good street photographers are very decisive.  Once you recognize a 
potential picture, bring the camera quickly to your eye, focus and shoot, then lower the 
camera again, all in the shortest possible time.  I usually don’t have the camera to my 
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eye longer than two seconds.  When you learn to be decisive you will have a much 
better capture rate in other situations, especially in wildlife photography. So be decisive. 

If the subject is illusive, and the shot will be gone in an instant, don’t even bother to 
focus.  Take a chance that the focus that you preset was OK (or that the autofocus  did 
its job). 

In cases like this keep the subject in the centre so that the centre focus to which you set 
your camera will have a chance to find enough contrast to focus.  You can always 
improve the composition by cropping in post processing. 

Don’t hesitate if the shot may be gone in an instant.  You might get the picture.  
Again,........nothing ventured, nothing gained. 

 

 

Be sneaky.  How do you take pictures of people without them realizing that you are 
doing so? 
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If your camera has a swing out LCD viewer you could sit quietly with the camera in your 
lap pointing off to the side in the direction you want and simply take pictures.  Don’t 
look up at the person and don’t make eye contact or they may get suspicious. 

If your camera does not have a swing out LCD pretend to be taking pictures all around 
and away from your subject.  They will probably notice you but they won’t know that 
they are the target.  As you swing around to supposedly take a shot past them squeeze 
one off. 

Of course you will have to assess how they are reacting to your being there and if they 
are watching you like a hawk you may have to give it up. 

 

If they see you and put their hand up, immediately lower the camera and give a smile or 
small wave to indicate that you are respecting their wishes. 

I would suggest that for your first time out you will be more confident if you go with 
someone. 
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What do you do in the unlikely event that you are caught? 

Firstly, compliment them for being an interesting subject and show them the picture on 
your screen.  Tell them that you are out on a photo shoot as an exercise for your camera 
club. 

This will almost always put them at ease because they will know that their picture will 
not be in the paper tomorrow. 

If they ask for a copy of the picture, take down their e-mail address and oblige.  Thank 
them as you leave. 

If they completely object, apologize and demonstrate that you have deleted the picture. 

 

B. Tripod Mounted Available Light Photography - 
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This is a very exciting and rewarding type of photography.  The pictures show up as 
being well exposed, well planned and different than most pictures in that they were 
taken at night. 

You don’t have to have very much light when you can open the shutter for as long as 
you want.  You will be surprised at how much detail the sensor can record in very low 
light when it is exposed for a long time. 

In some cases the pictures can look like they were taken in broad daylight. 

If there is no movement it is like an open canvas, the scene is your oyster. 

If there is movement, especially if the moving object is a light, you can create wild 
imaginative pictures of light streaks and even kaleidoscopic effects such as a moving 
Ferris wheel that has different coloured spokes to make it look like a pie chart. 
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If you want to photograph a street scene without the people showing choose a very 
small lens opening and a low ISO setting in order to have a very long shutter speed, say 
one minute or so and let everybody walk by as they please. 

With a long exposure they will not be in one place long enough to leave an impression 
on the sensor and your picture will look like the street is deserted. 

However, if one or more people are stationary, they will show in your exposure so look 
carefully at the scene before you open the shutter. 

If there is too much street light for the long exposure that you want, you can use a 
neutral density (ND) filter.  At night with an ND filter attached, your lens will not be able 
to focus because it will be too dark.  So set it for manual focus and focus on the 
hyperfocal distance or on the subject, if there is one, before you attach the ND filter. 

Keep in mind that if cars will be going by you will get light streaks.  This can be good or 
bad depending on what your objective is. 
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Pick your subject, set up your camera on the tripod and decide what settings you will 
use. 

If you want lots of depth of field or if you want to have a long exposure to give lots of 
light blur from passing cars set the camera on Aperture priority and choose a small lens 
opening such as f/16 or f/22.  Some 1" sensor cameras only stop down to f/8 so an ND 
filter would certainly help to give a long exposure.  Set the ISO to suit the situation. 

If you want a shorter shutter speed bump up the ISO and/or open the aperture a little.  
A little noise in a night picture will make it look more realistic. Let the camera decide 
what shutter speed will give a good exposure. 

If you want to only have a little blur set the camera on Manual exposure and set the 
shutter speed, ISO and lens opening to where you think is best and take a shot.  You can 
re-adjust to give the exposure and the amount of blur that you want. 

After a few test shots you can have your picture. 
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A good time to take an available light shot which includes the sky is just after sunset 
during the 'Blue Hour'.  The lights will be lit in the buildings and although the sky may 
look black it is still being exposed to the sun which has now dropped below the horizon.  
After sunset the sun is still illuminating the sky for an hour or so until the shadow of the 
earth blocks the sunlight from the sky.  It will then turn black.  In post-processing you 
can bring out the blue in the sky and combined with the illuminated buildings it can 
make a very impressive photograph. 

Indoor available light pictures are usually portraits.  These are best carried out in 
daylight by a north window.  Avoid direct sun rays as it will be too contrasty. 

Expose for the illuminated side of the face so you won’t have any blown out highlights.  
The background should be in shadow. 

A reflector near the shadow side of the face will add enough fill light to show detail.  
Place the reflector as near or as far as you wish to give you the lighting effect that you 
want.  Usually the reflector will be about 8 to 12 inches away.  Any further will have 
little effect. 
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Some available light portraits can be taken with a single light source and can be very 
dramatic, especially in black & white. 

Remember that you can get into trouble with white balance if there is more than one 
colour temperature light source illuminating the picture. 

Don’t think that you can turn on an incandescent light instead of using a reflector for 
that north window portrait. 

 

In conclusion - 

Available light photographs will catch the attention of your audience and they will see 
them as something that they (your friends, not club members) probably could not take 
themselves.  The WOW factor will be huge. 
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Available light photography is very rewarding and is lots of fun.  If you try all of the 
situations that I have explained you will have a better understanding of the concept, but 
don’t just try it once, each time you go out you will become more proficient and more 
confident.   

 

After a couple of practice sessions you will be hooked.  So go out and have fun!!! 

 

We will now see some of my examples which show the results that you can expect. 

 

(The club will be having an available light street outing shortly so I will know how well 
you paid attention.) 


